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Abstr act 
The importance of Sydney’s public urban stairways have been overlooked in urban, architectural 
and social history, as well as heritage literature and government policy. There is no published 
history of Sydney’s stairways, nor any council policy on public stairways as there is for the 
management of laneways, for example. These omissions occur both historically and in the 
present day, and as a result stairways have been undervalued as part of the city’s urban fabric 
and its heritage. The New South Wales Heritage Act lists three stairways in Sydney as having 
state significance: Man O’War Steps, Argyle Bridge and steps and Cumberland Place and steps. 
Other stairways, including McElhone Steps and Agar Steps, are listed by local government and 
state agencies, but the histories and statements of significance accompanying these listings are 
often incomplete and sometimes inaccurate. Some stairways that one might expect to be listed 
such as Fleet Steps do not appear in a search of the NSW Heritage Database. In all this, there 
has been no examination of the intangible heritage or the social significance of these places. 
Yet the public stairway is a crucial element of the urban fabric and pedestrian network of Sydney, 
due to the city’s hilly topography. Stairways form an essential connection between differing 
levels of terrain; however, they are more than just pieces of pedestrian infrastructure. They create 
unique urban spaces that facilitate a variety of activities and uses. Whilst photographers, artists, 
writers and film makers have represented Sydney’s stairways as picturesque and dramatic sites 
of narrative, urban theorists, cultural critics and architectural historians have almost entirely 
overlooked their significance.
There is only a slim body of existing scholarly literature dealing with public urban stairways. A 
handful of architectural theorists, including Bernard Rudofsky and John Templer, have addressed 
them directly, while philosophers such as Walter Benjamin and Henri Lefebvre have mentioned 
stairways in passing when addressing other social and spatial phenomena, just as contemporary 
urban theorists such as Quentin Stevens and Iain Borden have touched upon stairways in their 
discussions of city space and behaviour. In the absence of an appreciable scholarly literature, 
however, there are some high profile international instances of public stairways. The examples 
of La Cordonata, Scalinata di Spagna, Potempkin Stairs, Bethesda Terrace and stairways of 
Nob Hill and Russian Hill in San Francisco are used in this dissertation to argue for certain 
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persistent themes which can elucidate the meaning and value of Sydney’s public stairs across 
their history. These themes include the stairway as urban infrastructure, as social space, as a 
place for viewing, as a threshold and as monument.
Drawing on archival research, observational analysis and theoretical literature, this dissertation 
represents the first comprehensive survey of public urban stairways in Sydney. It includes research 
into their origins and histories as well as analysis and interpretation of their contemporary 
significance. By cataloguing more than four hundred and fifty public stairways in Sydney’s 
inner city area, ranging in height from two to one hundred and thirteen risers, and selecting 
examples such as McElhone Steps, Agar Steps, Man O’War Steps, Fleet Steps and Palace Garden 
Steps for more detailed survey, documentation and analysis, this dissertation examines these 
previously neglected parts of the city’s urban fabric. It establishes the wide variety of ways in 
which stairways are used, many of which are outside the expectations of the original designer. 
In terms of architectural design, an exploration of Sydney’s public urban stairways reveals 
a range of aesthetic styles, technological advancements and materials, in both historic and 
contemporary examples. But to see these stairways only as physical artefacts, only as material 
heritage, is to see only a small part of their value. Public stairways of all periods and materialities 
promote social space, where people interact both with the built environment and with each 
other. Sydney’s public stairways are a collection of urban physical built artefacts that are part of 
the pedestrian infrastructure of the city and as such they contribute to the urban morphology of 
the city, both as a collective, and as individual entities with their own histories, supporting an 
active, vibrant and evolving urban life. This dissertation will attempt to explain and demonstrate 
these multiple and rich aspects of the public urban stairways of Sydney.
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xPreface
The experiences of any author, their disciplinary and practice background, influences the 
approach they take to their topic of study. With qualifications in Interior Design, Architecture 
and Building Science and as the director of a Sydney-based architecture practice that undertakes 
primarily commercial and government work, I am fundamentally interested in people’s 
relationship with public space. That space could be internal or external, truly public, publicly 
accessible private space, or publicly owned but with controlled access. The way people access 
space, how they relate to it, how they behave within it, how it influences them and what actions 
the built form promotes are, for me, fundamental to the creation of urban places. This goes 
beyond the study of ergonomics, it is an attempt to understand how people think and feel about 
a space and how it influences their behaviour.
Residing within the City of Sydney Local Government Area and employing walking as my 
primary mode of travel, I have come across many public stairways, often beautifully made 
but perhaps neglected, sometimes designed to take advantage of the view or avoid an existing 
obstruction, but all created to provide access from somewhere to somewhere else. These stairways 
have played host to a variety of people and their activities; I have seen a couple shooting up 
heroin on a stairway in Woolloomooloo, a young boy in a daring attempt to ride his mountain 
bike down a stairway at Blackwattle Bay, balancing acts on balustrades and handrails and many 
feats of skateboarders. I have seen people sitting on stairways crying, eating, drinking, making 
phone calls, sun baking, watching a performance or just watching the world go by. I have seen 
evidence of other activities: used condoms, discarded underwear, syringes, empty spirit bottles 
and small pieces of foil. I have seen people singing, laughing, hugging and kissing, meeting as 
planned or meeting by chance. The public urban stairway in Sydney is a social place which has 
to date not received the disciplined study it warrants. The presence of these often elaborate and 
majestic stairways has fascinated me and I was shocked to discover so little was known about 
them. I hope this dissertation offers some redress.
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chapter one: 
introduction
Figure 1.1 Kevin Connor, Man on Stairs, 1963, Oil on Hardboard. Art Gallery of New South Wales
CHAPTer one
2…many cities have been built on 
escarpments which dominate the 
sea. These cities have an upper and 
lower city and the connecting 
stairs play a very important 
role. in a general way there is…a 
remarkable architecture of stairs.1
1 Henri Lefebvre and Catherine Régulier, “Rhythmanalysis of Mediterranean Cities,” in Writing on Cities, 
trans. and ed. Eleonore Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas, 237 (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 1996).
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reasons for examining stairways
There are a large number of public urban stairways in Sydney, more than four hundred and fifty within the City of Sydney local government area, (see appendix II). They range in height from two risers to more than one hundred and in width from less than 
one metre to over five metres. They are part of the pedestrian circulation network of the city 
but what can they tell us about Sydney, both in its past and in its present? Can stairways reveal 
insights into the city’s population and density, how do they reflect and uniquely engage with its 
topography? 
The overarching question of what Sydney’s public stairways tell us about the city, is examined in 
this dissertation through a series of further detailed and focused questions. How have stairways 
enabled and been affected by larger infrastructure projects in the city? How do they perform 
the same or different functions to a more typical pedestrian street? How do they facilitate and 
control views of the city? What role do they play in transition and the creation of threshold 
spaces? And in what ways do they contribute to memory and memorialisation within the city? 
The themes are related through their concern with aspects of use.
This thesis will argue that the public urban stairway is not only a physical space but also a 
social space. That it is not only a crucial element of the pedestrian network in cities with hilly 
topography, that forms an essential connection between differing levels of terrain, but stairways 
create unique urban places that facilitate a variety of activities and uses. The central aim of this 
work is to reveal the nature of the social space that the public urban stairway enables within the 
City of Sydney, and therefore to establish its contribution to the city.
There have been many significant typological studies that have examined different cities through 
the lens of their streets, squares, monuments, domestic buildings and public places but extensive 
research for this dissertation did not reveal any which examined a city through the lens of its 
public urban stairways. So whilst this dissertation sits within the important and well established 
tradition of typological studies of the city, it contributes an original element to this body of work 
by its examination of Sydney through the city’s public stairways. 
This work thus addresses an overlooked element of Sydney’s cultural heritage in terms both of 
stairways’ production and use. With the heightened awareness of, and interest in the pedestrian 
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urban environment of Sydney, such a study is timely. No similar study has been undertaken and 
as a result a piece of knowledge from our understanding of the City of Sydney is missing.
Without a detailed study of Sydney’s stairways it is not possible to determine the full extent 
of the contribution stairways make to the city, nor can they be compared with each other to 
determine their relative importance in both practical and heritage terms and so priorities for 
maintenance, preservation and even heritage protection can currently only be determined in 
an ad hoc manner. A detailed examination of Sydney’s stairways is necessary so that we can 
understand how vast and diverse the city’s collection of public stairways is, what role they 
play in forming the urban landscape, the extent to which they provide connections within the 
pedestrian network and where they present significant barriers to fully equitable pedestrian 
circulation. To encourage a diverse and vibrant city life, the range of activities that occur on 
public stairways needs to be understood and what types and physical forms of stairways foster 
what types of activities need to be uncovered.
Stairways have the potential to embody significant heritage value. A wider consideration of the 
stairways heritage values, beyond their age and aesthetic value needs to be undertaken when 
carrying out street improvements or building works in the vicinity of a public stairway. Issues 
of the view corridor that the stairway may afford, the historic and contemporary uses that 
the stairway fosters or possible future uses for public social activity require examination. We 
need to understand Sydney’s stairways in this detailed and comparative way because they are a 
unique part of the city’s character. They are significant in terms of their numerical extent, size 
and materiality but also in terms of the history they embody, the views they facilitate and the 
wide variety of uses and memories that they foster.
The public stairway has a social aspect. The social character of the stairway space is produced 
by the actions of the individuals and groups of people that created it, have used it in the past, use 
it currently and those that observe its use. The philosopher Henri Lefebvre argued that social 
space was not only the outcome of past actions but also “what permits fresh actions to occur, 
whilst suggesting others and prohibiting yet others”.2 This thesis argues that the actions that 
take place on a public stairway have a cultural significance for the societies that enact them and 
often for the societies that come after those actions have occurred. The public urban stairway is 
therefore a site of cultural significance both historically and in contemporary society and is part 
of the city’s heritage. The act of climbing a public urban stairway, and all the other actions that 
happen there, contribute to the stairway’s cultural significance.
The practices that the stairway facilitates, both historically and in today’s urban environment, 
make them not only spaces of transit but tangible places that embody intangible practices, 
2 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing, 1991), 73.
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histories and memories and challenge our thinking on the nature of public space, equity, 
security, society and our urban cultural heritage. Not only are they significant pieces of tangible 
infrastructure heritage, but they continue to have a significant role in our contemporary urban 
cultural experience and thus should be afforded greater consideration in policy, heritage 
discourse and urban studies.
Lefebvre argued that “[u]rban society, a collection of acts taking place in time, privileging a 
space (site, place) and privileged by it, in turn signifiers and signified, has a logic different from 
that of merchandise. It is another world. The urban is based on use value.”3 The public stairway is 
one such privileged space within the urban context and its significance is fundamentally rooted 
in its use value. Whilst an examination of a stairway’s aesthetic design and the motivations of 
its designer may provide clues to the significance that was intended for it, it is only through 
examining the variety of ways in which the stairway is used by people that a more complete 
understanding of the stairway’s significance can be ascertained.
Public stairways are a part of a city’s urban morphology, they help to make up its form and 
structure. When studying the plan form of cities and how that changes, stairways can provide 
information that other elements in plan do not: they speak about topography, about a third 
dimension to the plan, about height and the potential for views, and by extension defence and 
security. They are a component part of the solid and void of the city and contribute to the 
patterns of movement within it.
Public stairways are a specific type of urban artefact that occur in particular types of cities, that 
is, those with hilly terrain. Sydney’s stairways, like Italy’s piazzas, can illustrate morphological 
changes that result from both political and emerging socio-economic events.4 In Sydney the gold 
rush brought great wealth to the city and the construction of large, decorative stairways with 
elegant lamps and wrought iron lamp frames were part of the display of wealth and political 
power demonstrated by the newly formed City Council in an attempt to portray the city as 
significant in world terms for trade and commerce. By the end of the Victorian era the public 
stair had become vital to the morphology of Sydney and was an important element that helped 
to define the city as an internationally significant port for trade.
With Federation, the desire to portray the city of Sydney as representing the country as a whole 
resulted in the grand design and partial construction of Fleet Steps. An aspiration for Sydney 
to be the country’s major commercial port resulted in major works on the Darling Harbour 
waterfront to improve wharfage facilities, which in turn created a multitude of public stairways 
3 Lefebvre, Henri, “Around the Critical Point” in Writing on Cities, trans. and ed. Eleonore Kofman and 
Elizabeth Lebas, 131 (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 1996).
4  Richard Fusch, “The Piazza in Italian Urban Morphology,” Geographical Review 84, no. 4 (October 1994): 
424–438.
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in order to facilitate the movement of workers from their homes on the high ground, down the 
newly formed escarpment, to their place of work at the wharves on the waterfront.
Amongst the architectural profession, as well as city administrators, there has been a great deal 
of interest in the pedestrian network and public spaces of Sydney in the last decade. Schemes 
have been developed to activate the laneways.5 Designs have been documented to create a 
plaza outside the Town Hall.6 The debates on the quality of public space to be included in the 
Barangaroo project at East Darling Harbour has been heavily debated in the newspapers.7 The 
fight for increased public access to the Sydney Harbour foreshore, a struggle that has continued 
since the 1890s,8 has in recent years seen upgrades and improvements to the harbour foreshore 
walk.9 In 2007 the City of Sydney Council engaged the Danish urban designer Jan Gehl to 
conduct a ten month study looking at ways “to give back the city to pedestrians and cyclists”.10 
In all this worthwhile and productive work one element of the pedestrian network has been 
largely overlooked, namely public stairways. Stairways are generally perceived as simply a 
device for the pedestrian to move from one level to another: ordinary, quotidian and without 
great significance. Yet, this is the very reason that stairways are a worthwhile topic of study, 
so common that they have been generally bypassed by serious scholars of the urban. Yet as 
this dissertation will argue, they can illuminate our social behaviours, political structures and 
cultural values. 
The form of a city is compiled from a complex assemblage of built elements: its infrastructure, 
iconic buildings, commercial construction and housing. In addition, there is an amalgamation of 
component parts to the public realm that support and unify these more prominent built elements: 
footpaths, plazas, pedestrian bridges, squares, malls and stairways. Underpinning the built form 
is the topography, geography, geology and climate of the location. All these factors are set into 
5  Six Degrees Architects, The Fine Grain: Revitalising Sydney’s Lanes (City of Sydney, 2008); City of Sydney 
Planning Policy Sub-committee, Transforming Sydney – Activation of Laneways and Prioritisation of Laneway 
Programme in Central Sydney2012; Kelsey Munro, “Pedestrians will Rule Roost in CBD Laneways,” Sydney 
Morning Herald, February 15, 2012.
6  Tony Caro Architects, 2008 Sustainable Sydney 2030 – Townhall Square (, 2008); City of Sydney, City of 
Sydney Corporate Plan, 2009/10–2012/13 (Sydney: City of Sydney, 2009), 54. Bridget Carter, “Vision Splendid 
for Sydney Civic Square and Boulevard,” The Australian, April 12, 2012. 
7  Adam Haddrow, “The Wedge, the Grain and Venice,” Architecture Bulletin, November/December 2005, 
8-14; Matthew Moore and Brian Robins, “Barangaroo Hotel a Mistake: Sartor,” Sydney Morning Herald, March 
30, 2011, insert page number; Sean Nicholls and Matthew Moore, “Keating warns Packer over Casino Site 
Plan,” Sydney Morning Herald, February 29, 2012, insert page number; Elizabeth Farrelly, “Baranga-roulette? 
It’s a Piece of Cake,” Sydney Morning Herald, March 1, 2012, insert page number.
8  Joy Hughes, “A Pond in a Privately owned Paddock,” Insites, Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, 
Summer 2006.
9  “Dream Walk Runs into Naval Blockade,” Sydney Morning Herald, September 3, 2011, “Cruise Ship 
Terminal to go Ahead,” Sydney Morning Herald, October 18, 2011.
10  Heath Gilmore, “Meet the new Mr Sydney”, Sydney Morning Herald, February 18, 2007.
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an order by the layout of streets and services and the division of private land.11 Whilst we may 
come into physical contact with other elements that go to make up the city, it is the component 
parts of the public domain with which the pedestrian has most physical contact, albeit often 
mediated by our clothing. Our feet touch the footpath, our hand the handrail and we sit on the 
seats in the plazas and squares. The component parts of the public domain knit together to 
create a pedestrian network that binds the physical city together and contributes strongly to the 
architectural identity of that city. 
Every stairway has its own individual architectural identity that contributes to the architectural 
character and urban form of its city as a complex, multi-layered environment, but stairways 
also have a social aspect, connecting to our behaviours and memories. They can sometimes be 
dangerous, the sites of falls or the scene of crimes and aberrant behaviours, but they are also 
the sites of fun, leisure and positive human interaction. They can be mysterious, intriguing, 
challenging, relaxing and enjoyable. 
The geogr aphic boundary  
of the Study Area
The geographic area that this dissertation addresses has been limited to the City of Sydney 
Local Government Area as it exists after the 2004 expansion. This includes the former 
Local Government Area of the City of South Sydney and parts of the former municipality of 
Leichhardt. It covers approximately 26.15 square kilometres and includes Central Sydney, The 
Rocks, Millers Point, Ultimo, Pyrmont, Surry Hills, Woolloomooloo, Kings Cross, Elizabeth 
Bay, Rushcutters Bay, Darlinghurst, Chippendale, Darlington, Camperdown, Forest Lodge, 
Glebe, Alexandria, Beaconsfield, Centennial Park, Erskineville, Newtown, Redfern, Rosebery, 
Waterloo and Zetland.12 This land includes a wide variety of topographical terrain: steep hills 
along the ridges that reach like fingers towards the harbour, precipitous escarpments resulting 
from quarrying activity, grainy soils that are the result of ancient sand hills now levelled by both 
humankind and nature. In this landform can still be traced creeks and waterways, Alexandra 
Canal, Johnston’s Creek, Orphan School Creek, the Tank Stream and the past creeks and 
wetlands of what is now Green Square and the suburb of Waterloo. These physical features and 
the human response to them have had many outcomes one of which is the more than 450 sets of 
steps and stairways in the catalogue of appendix II.
This limit to the physical area of the study was determined for several reasons, most important of 
which is that it includes the oldest area of European settlement in Australia and therefore provides 
11  Peter John Cantrill and Philip Thalis, “The Urban Laboratory,” Content: Housing and City: (1995): 123.
12  http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/aboutsydney/CityResearch/AtAGlance.asp (accessed 11/05/2012).
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the longest urban history in the country. In doing so a wide range of urban stairway typologies 
are covered. A limited area was necessary so as to maintain the study within manageable time 
limits. The resources for researching urban built form within this area are extensive with many 
high quality collections, libraries and archives containing relevant material. 
Some sections of the geographic study area are under the authority of various State Government 
agencies, most notably the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority, the Department of Transport, 
Sydney Ports Corporation, the Centennial and Moore Park Trust, the Royal Botanic Gardens 
and Domain Trust, the Commonwealth Department of Defence and the Redfern-Waterloo 
Authority.13 Several of the stairways examined fall within these areas of executive control, 
providing a contrast between stairways designed, built and maintained by the City authorities 
and those constructed by the colonial or state authorities. Different agencies have different 
priorities and seemingly different attitudes towards heritage and an apparent difference in 
resources and expertise related to heritage issues. The heritage register of the Sydney Harbour 
Foreshore Authority, for example, is generally far more complete and detailed than those of 
other agencies.
Stairways that occur outside the Local Government Area of the City of Sydney have not been 
covered in depth although there are many good examples. Other Local Government Areas that 
include heritage listings for stairways or infrastructure that includes steps as a named component 
include: Canada Bay, Hunters Hill, Leichhardt, Manly, Marrickville, Mosman, North Sydney, 
Randwick, Sutherland, Waverley, Willoughby and Woollahra. In addition, other cities in New 
South Wales, such as Blue Mountains, Newcastle, Parramatta and Wollongong, also have 
stairs listed on their local government heritage registers. The sheer volume of examples makes 
containment of the study area vital.
Public stairways in cities other than Sydney have not been covered in depth, with the exception 
of the selected international examples in Chapter Three. An examination of internal staircases 
is outside the scope of this thesis; however, several works dealing with internal staircases have 
been referenced in the process of this study and are given in the List of References. 
Scope and exclusions from the Study 
There are several areas that this dissertation does not cover that have a degree of relation to 
the central topic. The work does not address ramps, escalators or lifts in detail, mentioning 
them only when related to providing alternative access to a public stairway. This dissertation 
is centred on stairways in the urban context of Sydney and thus does not address, for example, 
coastal stairs to beaches and bushland stairs in national parks. 
13  http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/aboutsydney/CityResearch/AtAGlance.asp (accessed 11/05/2012).
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Similarly, stairways connected directly to buildings have been omitted. Whilst they can 
contribute to a public street life they are themselves not usually publicly owned space, often 
located on private property or under the close control of the organisation that occupies the 
building. These spaces, therefore, have a different relationship with concepts of public and 
private to that of a publicly owned and accessible urban stairway. In addition, the physical 
nature of the stair backed by built form that embodies symbolic meaning, such as churches, 
cathedrals, town halls, libraries, art galleries, theatres, opera houses and courthouses, forms 
a set of conditions that produce different meanings and significances to those of the truly 
public urban stairway. The fore stairs of buildings and the practices that happen on them would 
provide an interesting topic of study, as indicated by Quentin Stevens’ chapter on thresholds 
in The Ludic City, but the topic is too expansive to be done justice in this dissertation.14 
Figure 1.2 City of Sydney Local Government Area, suburb boundaries and postcodes. City of Sydney 
Council, 2009
14  Quentin Stevens, The Ludic City: Exploring the Potential of Public Spaces (London: Routledge, 2007), 
152–177. 
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There are two types of stairs not discussed in great detail in this work that have specific names; 
they are perrons, steps leading up to a platform in front of the door of a significant building such 
as a church, library or museum, that provide access to an entrance on the first floor; examples 
of these in Sydney are the Sydney Town Hall steps from George Street and the main entry to St 
Mary’s cathedral.15
Marches rampantes or girons rampantes are stairs designed on an inclined plane with broad 
treads and shallow risers to enable horses to ascend or descend.16 La Cordonata in Rome, 
discussed in Chapter Three, is a good example. Sydney does not have a significant public 
stairway of this type and so it is not discussed in detail in this dissertation. The physical form of 
a stairway is important to the way it can be used however, and so I will now outline the various 
physical forms that stairways take. 
Terminology
In common usage the terms steps, stairs, staircase and stairway are often used interchangeably 
and the dictionary definitions often conflict or overlap. For the purpose of clarity in this work 
therefore the word stairway is used to denote a set of external steps that provides a passage or 
‘way’ from one topographical level to another. A step comprises one riser and its associated 
tread. The word staircase is used to refer only to internal steps, the part of a building that 
contains a set of steps enclosed by walls or is in some way ‘encased’. 
15  The Australian Concise Oxford Dictionary (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1987), and John Henry 
Parker, A Concise Glossary of Terms used in Grecian, Roman, Italian and Gothic Architecture (Oxford and 
London: James Parker & Co., 1875), 192.
16  Parker, A Concise Glossary, 262, 263.
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Figure 1.3 The component parts of a stairway. JPA&D 2012
Chapter Arr angement and Contents
The chapters are arranged so as to move from a wide view that considers the urban stairway 
in both international and national contexts to an increasingly specific view of Sydney’s 
stairways as a group and individual stairway examples. The various ways stairways are used 
as infrastructure, street, vantage point, threshold and monument build to an overall picture of 
the stairways’ cultural significance to the city from the more prosaic uses as infrastructure to 
the more noble idea of the stairway as monument. Having introduced the topic and outlined 
its scope in this introduction, the dissertation moves in Chapter Two to examine firstly the 
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methodologies and sources of information that have been used to undertake the work. The 
chapter then moves to the theories that this work has drawn upon; the way in which the stairway 
and the human body work together is considered, the spatial characteristics of the stairway and 
its ability to perform as a scaling device and as a modeller of urban form.
Chapter Three reviews the stairway as an element of urban design and heritage through the 
examination of international stairway examples and the stairways in the national Australian 
context. In order to establish a wider context for the study and to formulate relevant overarching 
themes for the dissertation some investigation was carried out concerning public urban 
stairways in other parts of the country and well known international examples were researched 
and analysed. Whilst a detailed study and analysis of the extent of stairways in other cities in 
Australia was not undertaken, several cities were visited with the view of examining their public 
stairways and searches of state heritage listings, state library catalogues and image collections 
and state art gallery collections were searched to gain an understanding of the public urban 
stairway in a national context. This begins to draw out themes that are further investigated in 
the following chapters. 
The wish to modify our environment for our own convenience, to make our lives easier, is 
why a pedestrian network developed. The fourth chapter looks at stairways as part of Sydney’s 
larger infrastructure, establishing them as significant contributors to changes in the city’s urban 
form. The stairway’s role in the pedestrian network and in the functioning of the early colony is 
examined, stairways created during the Victorian era are reviewed, as are stairways that resulted 
from projects to create and widen roads for traffic in the twentieth century. The effects of the 
introduction in 1992 of the Disability Discrimination Act and the subsequent changes to The 
Building Code of Australia, now The National Construction Code, and Australian Standards, so 
as to provide more equitable access, is analysed to determine the impact on the design of public 
stairways. The chapter concludes with a review of the initiatives of the Sydney City Council 
in the first decade of the twenty-first century to improve the city environment for a pedestrian 
public, looking specifically at the impact that this has had on the development of new public 
stairways and the redevelopment of existing examples. 
The overall structure of the dissertation begins with an examination of concepts and theory and 
then reviews the stairway in a historical, international and national context, before focusing on 
the stairway in Sydney. Chapter Five is the first of the thematic chapters which looks specifically 
at an example stairway using it as a microcosm of other issues. This chapter examines the 
stairway as street, utilising McElhone Stairs as a primary example. The characteristics of 
the street, namely traffic, commerce, social exchange and communication, are examined in 
relation to the public urban stairways of Sydney. The conflicts that arise between the public and 
private realms of the stairway give rise to social as well as anti-social behaviours and these are 
investigated with reference to concepts of public space and defensible space.
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In Chapter Six, the stairway’s role in viewing practices of the city is explored. Taking Agar 
Steps to Observatory Hill as an example, this chapter reviews the cultural significance of views 
in Sydney and examines the view from the stairway in terms of the opportunities for viewing 
it provides, observing that the framing and control of the stairway conditions that viewing 
experience. Different physical characteristics provide for different viewing behaviours and 
physical stairway forms that facilitate looking out at the view are contrasted with those that 
promote observation of performance and play activities. Viewing practices have changed over 
time in Sydney, and stairways can be seen to trace this history of these intangible practices.
Chapter Seven looks at the stairway as a threshold space. Taking as an example Man O’War 
Steps to the east of the Sydney Opera House, this chapter, through an extensive analysis of 
historic photographs, follows the stairway’s creation and use from its inception in the days 
of Governor Macquarie to the understanding we have of the stairs in a wider context today. 
Arrivals and departures evidence the stairway as a threshold space of physical transition, but 
the stairway as temporal threshold and social threshold is also examined using examples of 
several stairways’ connection between times and social classes, as this appears in history and 
in fiction.
In Chapter Eight the stairway’s role as both intentional and unintentional monument is examined 
through two examples, Fleet Steps and The Garden Palace Steps. Fleet Steps was specifically 
designed to celebrate the arrival of the Great White Fleet in 1908 and The Garden Palace Steps 
are a remnant of the landscape works for the largely destroyed project of The Garden Palace. 
This chapter looks at the changing functions of stairways as a monument and examines ways 
in which other public stairways in Sydney also perform these functions through naming and 
affixing plaques to remember and commemorate.
Chapter Nine concludes the dissertation with a summary of what stairways tell us about Sydney, 
emphasising that the public urban stairway in Sydney is a social place, not just a physical space 
for climbing. It is a place that contributes to the infrastructure of the city, that enables a vehicle 
free street life, provides access and control to views through and of the city, creates a threshold 
space that is physical but also temporal and between social classes and creates and fulfils the 
role of monuments. 
A catalogue at the end of the work provides more of the detailed empirical data on Sydney 
stairways that has formed the basis of the study and references to items in the catalogue occur 
throughout the work. This catalogue schedules an extensive collection of the publicly accessible 
steps and stairways found within the boundary of the local government area of the city of 
Sydney Council. The stairs that have been catalogued are all publicly accessible within the 
outdoor spaces of the city. Many are publicly owned, under the control and responsibility of the 
City of Sydney Council, but increasing numbers now form part of land owned privately or under 
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community or strata title. This is seen particularly where old hospital or industrial sites have 
been redeveloped as residential property such as the Children’s Hospital site at Camperdown, 
the CSR sugar refinery site in Pyrmont and the ACI glass factory site at Waterloo. 
The Catalogue attempts to provide as much information as possible on each stairway with general 
references for suburbs and specific references for individual items. The ideal was to provide a 
construction date, notes on the stair and further references for each item but this catalogue 
falls short of that ideal. For many stairs that are now demolished we have scant evidence, and 
indeed there is likely to have existed public urban stairs of which today we know nothing. 
Many new stairs are being constructed as part of private enterprise developments for which 
detailed records are not held in council archives, making it difficult to determine construction 
dates, designers’ details or the activities that happen on the stairs. For the references that are 
listed against individual items, many come from the archives of the City of Sydney, the State 
Library of NSW and the State Records of New South Wales but there are also enthralling items, 
particularly photographs, from the Historic Houses Trust and the Powerhouse Museum. Several 
of the stairways have been discussed in more detail in the main body of the thesis and this has 
been noted where relevant in the reference column of the catalogue.
With many stairs having no specific name finding an order in which to record items proved 
challenging. The catalogue is therefore arranged by suburb in alphabetical order with items 
located in the same site, park or precinct co-located within the suburbs list. Wherever possible a 
photograph has been provided for identification and there are only a few of the now demolished 
stairs for which this has not been possible. 
The cultural significance of Sydney’s public stairways goes beyond their role as an integral 
element of the city’s pedestrian network. They are used by Sydneysiders and visitors on a daily 
basis for a variety of activities providing crucial connections for the pedestrian travelling the 
city. It is hoped that this dissertation will be a step in the process to investigate, discover, 
comprehend and communicate the elaborate interconnection of architecture, the city and urban 
life and reveal undiscovered and forgotten histories about the city, thus engaging the interest 
of the pedestrian in the city and creating a better understanding of the urban environment, its 
history and social character.17 Public urban stairways are elements that are key to the extent and 
completeness of the pedestrian network and Sydney, as a walking city, would be incomplete and 
inadequate without them. 
Specific stairway design and use patterns have shifted over time due to changes in technology, 
regulation and in what is seen as socially acceptable behaviour. The uses, customs, habits and 
routines that stairways enable, in both the past and the present day, give them significance 
greater than as merely transitory spaces. They are physical locations that embody memories, 
17  Borden and others, Strangely Familiar, 8,12.
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histories and intangible practices and challenge the way we consider the nature of public space, 
equity, security, society and urban cultural heritage. Stairways are more than pieces of material 
infrastructure heritage; they have an active and meaningful role in contemporary urban cultural 
life. In Sydney, the city’s stairways have been taken for granted. Their importance has been 
overlooked both historically and in contemporary discourse, and because of this they have been 
undervalued as part of the city’s urban fabric and it’s heritage. This dissertation will set out to 
redress this history of neglect arguing that they deserve to be given greater consideration in 
urban policy, heritage discourse and studies of the city because of what they can tell us about 
Sydney. 
16
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Chapter two 
methodologies, sources,  
concepts and theories
Figure 2.1 Ross Thornton, Stairway to Heaven, 2008, Oil on Plywood. Courtesy of the artist.
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The stairway is a basic modification 
of the natural environment 
to scale it to human use.18
 
18 William H. Warren, Jr., “Perceiving Affordances: Visual Guidance of Stair Climbing”, Journal of 
Experimental Psychology: Human Perception and Performance, 1984, vol. 10, No 5, 685.
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The Study Approach
The architectural critic Kim Dovey has pointed out that “all place research is interdisciplinary”19 and this is certainly true for a study of public stairways because of their quotidian yet multifarious nature. This study has utilised research from a wide 
range of disciplines, including architecture, geography, history, sociology and urban studies. 
This is due in large part to the focus of the work, which is not directed to stairway designers, 
but rather the stairway as it relates to its users. This approach enables alternative histories to 
be brought forward, histories of the everyday life of the city. The importance of employing 
this method of study is summarised by the editors in the Introduction to Strangely Familiar: 
Narratives of Architecture in the City:
Choosing what to remember, and deciding how to remember, are important procedures for 
urban social politics. All too easily history focuses selectively on particular parts of the 
past, excluding specific sections of the public, or even the public as a whole, in favour of 
highly legitimised histories of the state and institutional élites.20
This study chooses to uncover a range of histories that address a wide section of the public and 
the embodiment of those histories in the city’s stairways. In doing so it proposes categories of 
examination that present for other scholars alternate ways of exploring elements of built form 
and infrastructure, that go beyond the original intended purpose of the object or the history of 
its making.
Public stairways facilitate the existence of micro-environments by what they separate and what 
they bring together and by the histories that they embody. They are an intrinsic element of 
the pedestrian network and as such an understanding of their significance can increase our 
understanding not only of the circulation of people within a city but also of the city’s physical 
design, making and use. The process of designing and constructing stairways exposes different 
architectural and urban issues to those revealed in the construction of a building. With the 
designers of the stairways often anonymous, or civic employees, the focus can move to 
19 Kim Dovey, Becoming Places: Urbanism/Architecture/Identity (London: Routledge, 2010), 7.
20 Iain Borden and others, introduction to Strangely Familiar: Narratives of Architecture in the City (London: 
Routledge, 1996), 12.
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construction practices and the stairway’s use, unimpeded by the ‘architect as hero’ which is 
often a focus of more conventional architectural studies.
Some of the histories that a stairway embodies are interconnected with those of other public 
stairways in infrastructure projects where roads and bridges are the more common focus. A study 
of these stairways gives us an introduction to an understanding of the built infrastructure of the 
city and the spaces that this infrastructure has created. This understanding comes from a point 
of view not usually taken; it is the point of view of the user, the pedestrian, and it “privileges the 
anonymous and the everyday”.21 This is because “cities are matters of production and reproduction 
that involve more than the design professions of architecture and planning. Instead they form the 
scenery for our lives.”22
If architecture and urban design is to “be more accessible and relevant in people’s lives, rather 
than a vehicle for our self-realisation”,23 then it is necessary to interest and include the public in 
the architecture and history of the city and in the way the design of the urban environment and 
its spaces have developed. The public urban stairway is an architectural object which the general 
public have easy and free access to and use in the course of their daily lives. We can view and 
use this architectural urban object for free, without going out of our way, making a booking or 
waiting for a rare ‘open day’ or guided tour. Public stairways are part of our environment, history 
and experience and therefore an exploration of the significance of their production and use has 
the potential to engage the public in a way that many architectural theoretical positions or design 
histories may not, thus opening up the possibility for public engagement in architecture and 
urban studies debates. There is the possibility to reintroduce the urban dweller to their city and 
offer the opportunity of discovering something new about it through their own perspectives.24
The intent of this dissertation is to consider how public stairways are perceived, occupied, used 
and change over time. It also aims to uncover events that may have been previously considered 
historically insignificant and present points of view that have rarely been articulated in the hope 
that lost histories of the city can be uncovered.25 
In the introduction to Strangely Familiar: Narratives of Architecture and the City, the editors 
note that:
21  Michel de Certeau, “Letter to the ordinary man,” in The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. by Steven F. 
Rendall (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1984), .
22  Iain Borden and others, introduction to Strangely Familiar, 9.
23  Charles Justin, “The Architects of Tomorrow Need Leadership,” Architectural Review Australia 108 
(January 2009): 138.
24  Iain Borden and others, introduction to Strangely Familiar, 9.
25  Iain Borden and others, introduction to Strangely Familiar, 9.
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Urban meaning is not immanent to architectural form and space, but changes according to 
the social interaction of city dwellers. Conversely, people’s identity in terms of their age, 
gender, class and culture is particularly constructed in relation to the spaces and buildings 
they occupy.26
Many traditional architectural histories are concerned with the history of the design of 
architecture. They may on occasion give consideration to how the work was built but rarely, 
until recently, did they consider how the space was subsequently utilised. A stairway as an 
element of urban public space is above all a space that is used. It can reflect social and political 
change and as a result a study like this can lead to the reconnection of architectural history with 
the social and political forces within our society. It can give particular insight into our attitudes 
about our social urban environment and what we as a society value or discard.27 
Methodologies 
This work is in essence an investigation. The previously under-researched nature of the topic 
meant some exploratory primary research and direct observation needed to be undertaken 
at the outset in order to establish themes and questions that would be examined during the 
dissertation process. Primary research then proceeded in parallel and iteratively with the 
theoretical research. Beginning with direct observation, the work grew in analytical and 
theoretical significance. Given the multidisciplinary and previously under-examined nature 
of the subject, a wide variety of approaches have been taken to gathering, cataloguing and 
analysis of the information. It has involved multiple methodologies for evidence gathering, 
including archival research, extensive image research, observational analysis, physical 
measurement, drawing, photography and mapping. To help understand the information 
gathered, an examination of theoretical literature in the fields of architecture, urban design, 
planning, geography, historiography, fine art, film, literature, sociology and philosophy 
amongst others has been undertaken. 
locating and Cataloguing
Physically locating and cataloguing Sydney’s public stairways was undertaken to develop 
a comprehensive understanding of their extent and typology. How many stairways exist 
and what are they like? This involved dividing the Sydney local Government Area into its 
component suburbs and physically visiting them focusing attention on areas that were likely 
to present stairways due to their steep topography, use for parks or other public spaces and 
street formations such as dead ends. Utilizing current day street maps, suburbs were trawled 
26  Iain Borden and others, “Introduction,” Strangely Familiar, 12.
27  Iain Borden, Skateboarding, Space and the City: Architecture and the Body (Oxford: Berg, 2001), 8.
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and stairway occurrences marked on a plan, and the stairways themselves photographed. This 
work began at the start of the project and continued throughout, resulting in the catalogue in 
appendix II and suggesting an extensive range of themes through which the urban object of the 
stairway could be explored. These themes were refined as research using other methodologies 
progressed. In addition some stairways outside the City of Sydney Local Government Area 
were visited where other sources had indicated a stairway with an unusual or particularly well 
presented attribute. Thus stairs at Bradley’s Head, Ballast Point and Coogee were visited in an 
attempt to understand views facilitated by stairways, current approaches to public stairway 
design and community stairway decoration projects.
Archival research
The work of this dissertation began with exploratory archival research the aim of which was to 
establish themes and questions for the dissertation to investigate. Archival research continued 
throughout the project to answer the question what can public urban stairways tell us about 
Sydney’s past and present? Archival research was used as a method to answer questions such 
as how and why stairways were created? How were they used once created? How did they 
contribute to the wider infrastructure of the city? How did they impact on property owners and 
local residents and why were particular stairways demolished?
Archival material has been accessed at The State Library of New South Wales, The National 
Library of Australia, The National Archives of Australia, The State Archives of New South 
Wales, The Historic Houses Trust, The National Trust (N.S.W.), The Royal Australian Historical 
Society, The Art Gallery of New South Wales and the National Art Gallery in Canberra. The 
recent digitising of databases and catalogues of these institutions as well as of much of the art 
galleries’ collections is increasingly making archival information more accessible to researchers.
For stairways created after 1842, much primary source material has come from the records of 
the City of Sydney, particularly with the help of the Land Information Officer, Peter Ryan. In the 
Council archives are details of contractors appointed, costs for contracted works, details of name 
changes gazetted, construction drawings and numerous complaints about the need for cleaning, 
maintenance and lighting. Here we can find the first idea for a set of stairs being voiced, why 
they were needed, who owned the land and how it became the property of the city. The details 
of who designed the stairways, approved the design and undertook the construction, what they 
cost and when they were built can be gained from contracts, specifications and drawings held 
in this archive. In addition, some curious stories come to light that begin to detail the social, 
political and legal aspects of Sydney’s stairways. This in turn suggests how stairways perform 
as social space, as pedestrian streets, and how they contribute to memory and memorialisation 
within the city.
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government Authority documents
The research involved locating and reviewing relevant written documents including letters, 
specifications, contracts, memorandums, reports and minutes of meetings to search for evidence 
of land acquisition, procurement, construction, commissioning, opening and naming in order 
to discover how and why stairways were located and constructed. This type of research was 
also vital to gain knowledge of how stairways were used, how maintenance issues that arose 
concerning them were addressed and how associations between stairways and other infrastructure 
such as public lighting manifested. Many of these details can be found specifically in letters of 
complaint to council and other responsible bodies which give insight into the use of stairways 
as a social space. Some archival material, such as that held by the City of Sydney Council, 
was accessed physically from historical files containing original letters, minutes, contracts and 
other paperwork. 
image research
Research using still images; paintings, etchings, lithographs, drawings and photographs, was 
important for this dissertation in several ways. Firstly, images provided evidence for a stairways 
existence, configuration, materiality and aesthetic appearance. Sometimes this pictorial evidence 
substantiated and elaborated written records or drawn documents, on other occasions it provided 
entirely new information. Secondly, where a collection of images of one stairway at different 
dates could be assembled, a pictorial sequence of the development of that stairway could be 
established. This enabled the identification of changes to the stairway over time which could 
reflect parallel changes in the wider community. The results of this methodology are illustrated 
particularly in the case of Man O’ War steps discussed in Chapter Seven where image research 
has been used to examine the stairway as a threshold and space of transition. Thirdly, images 
were examined for their depiction of practises occurring on stairways to answer questions about 
how they have been used. This information may not be recorded in detail, if at all, in written 
documentation. Lastly, images were used to gain information on the view out from stairways, 
answering the question of what views they facilitate. This enabled the detection of changes to 
the surrounding urban environment over time which could be illustrative of changes in planning 
priorities and occurrences in the wider society of the area.
Of all the image types used for this dissertation, photographs have proved the most useful 
because of the level of detail they contain, particularly in early glass plate negatives. Whilst it is 
acknowledged that a photograph can never show the whole ‘truth’ of the scene they depict and 
caution needs to be exercised when using them as evidence, photographs do provide a rich and 
precise seam of visual information.
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Occurrences of photographs of the city’s urban form are limited by the technological developments 
that occurred in the early years of photography. Although photography first came to Australia in 
1842 with George Barron Goodman and his Daguerreotype apparatus, the process was confined 
to portraits for almost two decades.28 
Figure 2.2 Anonymous photograph, Police and Justice Museum, Forensic Crime Photograph 
Collection 1912–1945, Historic Houses Trust (DP 2212-2217) 
28  Jack Cato, The Story of the Camera in Australia (Melbourne: Institute of Australian Photography, 1977). 
Alan Davies and Peter Stanbury, The Mechanical Eye in Australia, (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1986) 
8.; Anne-Marie Willis, Picturing Australia: a History of Photography, (Sydney: Angus & Robertsons, 1988), 7.
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It was not until the end of the 1850s that selected photographers in Sydney such as O.W. 
Blackwood and William Hetzer began to offer photographic views of the city.29 The work 
of photographic studios such as Messrs Richards & Co., the official photographers to the 
International Exhibition 1879–1880, Henry King Photographic Studio (1880–1900), Charles 
Kerry & Co. (1885–1917), Sam Hood Studio (1899–1955), the New South Wales Government 
Printing Office photographer in the late 1800s as well as individual photographers such as 
Harold Cazneaux and many anonymous amateurs have provided both evocative and precise 
historic images of Sydney’s public stairways. 
These have included heritage record photographs, council compensation claim case photographs, 
crime scene photographs, progress shots of works under construction, progress shots of demolition 
works, holiday and tourist photographs and newspaper photographs. The Tyrrell Collection held 
by the Powerhouse Museum, the “Demolition Books” collection of photographs held by the City 
of Sydney, the small picture file of the State Library of NSW, and the New South Wales Police 
Archive collection held by The Historic Houses Trust at The Police and Justice Museum have 
proved particularly rich sources of photographic material for this dissertation. The progressive 
conversion of these images to digital format and the online databases of the various institutions 
have increased the ease of access to such material over the course of this work.30
Photographs not only provide evidence of the existence of a stairway they also give an insight 
into how stairways have been used for social, political and even criminal purposes. A 2005 
exhibition at Sydney’s Justice and Police Museum titled “City of Shadows” presented to the 
public a collection of Sydney Police photographs from 1912 to 1945. Amongst this collection 
are several sets of Sydney stairways associated with a crime scene or other possible police 
activity. One group of images, as in Figure 1.3, depicts a stairway from Hickson Road up to 
Jenkins Street. The group includes an image of a pool of blood at the bottom of the stairway. 
The stairway is still in existence. The photographs have been separated from the written 
records of the cases and so minimal detail of the events that occurred there and the people 
involved are available.
Stairways in Art, liter ature and film
Stairways appear in art and literature as metaphors and rich sites of narrative. Artworks, novels 
and films were reviewed to develop an understanding of the stairway as metaphor in addition to 
it’s tangible reality. This method of research also made a contribution to answering the question 
of how stairways contribute to memory and memorialisation within the city. Paintings, drawings, 
etchings and lithographs have provided research material and here the resources of the Art 
29  Willis, Picturing Australia, 49-51.
30  http://www.pictureaustralia.org/
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Gallery of New South Wales have been particularly useful.31 To locate early images several key 
texts have been used, Historic Sydney: The Founding of Australia by Susanna de Vries,32 which 
contains selected views of Sydney covering the first 100 years of white settlement, and the more 
exhaustive First Views of Australia 1788–1825: A History of Early Sydney by Tim McCormick, 
in which all known views of early Sydney up to 1825 have been collected.33 These sources are 
particularly important to show the early topographic arrangement of Sydney and to evidence 
stairways that no longer exist.
John Slater’s Through Artists Eyes34 and Peter Emmett’s Sydney: metropolis suburb harbour35 
as well as specific artists’ monographs36 have led to the discovery of artworks that illustrate the 
life of Sydney’s stairways and these will be used to discuss specific examples throughout the 
dissertation.
Works of fiction, both literary and cinematic, set in the urban environment of Sydney illustrate 
the way in which the built form of the city can be used by the people that occupy it both in 
ordinary and extraordinary circumstances. Some of these narratives such as Tom Keneally’s 
An Angel in Australia, Archimedes and the Seagle by David Ireland, Peter Carey’s Illywacker, 
The Trout Opera by Matthew Condon and Five Bells by Gail Jones all either name specific 
stairways where action is located or provide clear descriptions that enable specific stairways 
to be identified.37 Other works of fiction give insights into the role that stairways contribute to 
the physical city without identifying a specific stairway. The Australian children’s classic by 
Ruth Park, Playing Beattie Bow, Peter Yeldham’s The Murrumbidgee Kid, Thomas Shapcott’s 
Mona’s Gift and A House is Built, written by Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw under 
the pseudonym M. Barnard Eldershaw, all have scenes played out on public stairways which 
emphasise a transition in mood or pace within the narrative or provide a setting for contemplation 
31  http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/
32  Susanna De Vries, Historic Sydney, The Founding of Australia (Brisbane: Pandanus press, 1983)
33  Tim McCormick, First Views of Australia 1788-1825 A History of Early Sydney (Chippendale: David Ell 
Press, 1987)
34  John Slater, Through Artists Eyes (Carlton, Victoria: Miegunyah Press, 2004)
35  Peter Emmett, Sydney metropolis suburb harbour (Sydney: Historic Houses Trust NSW, 2000).
36  Deborah Hart, John Olsen, (Roseville: Craftsmen House, 1991); Barry Pearce, Kevin Connor, (Roseville: 
Craftsmen House, 1989); Kathie Sutherland, Brett Whiteley: A Sensual Line 1957–67, (Melbourne: MacMillan 
Art publishing, 2010), Daniel Thomas, Sali Herman, (Sydney and London: Collins, 1971), Christopher Allen, 
Jeffrey Smart Unpublished Paintings 1940-2007, (Australian Galleries, 2008).
37  Tom Keneally, An Angel in Australia, (London: The Serpentine Publishing Company, 2002), 298, 308; 
David Ireland, Archimedes and the Seagle, (New York: The Viking Press 1984), 149, 153, 155, 166, 170, 191, 
200; Peter Carey, Illywacker (St. Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1985), 244, 487, 488, 511; Matthew 
Condon, The Trout Opera, (Sydney: Vintage Books, 2007), 343–344; Gail Jones, Five Bells, (Sydney: Vintage 
Books, 2011), 171.
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or danger.38 Biographical works such as Aunts up the Cross add the weight of reality to the 
protagonists’ experience and memory of one of Sydney’s public stairways.39
Figure 2.3 The heightened danger of the chase. Film still from BMX Bandits, directed by Brian 
Tenchard-Smith, 1983.
In Australian films such as The Night the Prowler, BMX Bandits, Playing Beattie Bow, Two 
Hands, Erskineville Kings and He Died with a Felafel in His Hand, scenes filmed on public 
stairways provide impact to the narrative.40 Frequently these scenes are connected with a 
heightened sense of danger and threat as a character runs or rides a bike, up or down a stairway. 
This increases the pace of the action and adds to the implied danger by the increased risk of 
fall. Additionally, the drama of a chase can be heightened by the spatial relationship of the 
characters in the chase. On a stairway they can appear close in terms of horizontal distance but 
the stairway separates them more significantly in time than on a flat surface. Although fictional 
and seen through the eyes of the cinematographer or author, this type of observational analysis 
provides an insight into not only how stairways may be used but also how they are perceived 
and portrayed, often as spaces of adventure or danger. 
There are also several international films that this dissertation makes reference to: Sergei 
Eisenstein’s The Battleship Potemkin, An American in Paris, directed by Vincente Minnelli, 
38  Ruth Park, Playing Beattie Bow (Melbourne: Thomas Nelson Australia, 1980), 30, 86, 128, 138, 150, 
163, 164, 173; Peter Yeldham, The Murrumbidgee Kid, (Camberwell, Victoria: Viking, 2006), 292; Thomas 
Shapcott, Mona’s Gift, (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin Books, 1993), 8, 99, 127, 142, 153, 227, 228, 229, 232, 
233, 234; M. Barnard Eldershaw, A House is Built (London: George G. Harrup & Co. 1929), 12, 52, 53;
39  Robin Dalton, Aunts Up the Cross (London: Anthony Blond Ltd., 1965), 36.
40  The Night the Prowler, director Jim Sharman, 1978; BMX Bandits, Director Brian Tenchard-Smith, 1983; 
Playing Beattie Bow, director Donald Crombie, 1986; Two Hands, director Gregor Jordan, 1999; Erskineville 
Kings, director Alan White, 1999; He Died with a Felafel in His Hand, director Richard Lowenstein 2001.
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and Angels in America, directed by Mike Nichols.41 These films are used to illustrate aspects of 
two of the international examples reviewed in Chapter Three and to show the way the stairway 
can be used to manipulate spatial arrangements. 
newspaper research
Due to the scarcity of reliable and detailed information on urban stairways in Sydney prior to the 
establishment of the Sydney City Council in 1842, the early historical information has come in 
part from newspapers such as The Sydney Gazette (1803–1842) and The Sydney Monitor (1828–
1838). Newspapers have proved particularly useful for descriptions of events such as the arrival 
and departure of dignitaries and in one case, Fleet Steps, descriptions of the proposed design of 
the stairway. descriptions of the proposed design of the stairway. Newspaper research assisted 
in answering questions relating to not only a stairways daily use but also its contributions to 
infrastructure, viewing, memorialisation and as a space of transition.
Heritage listings and registers
Heritage registers and existing heritage listings were reviewed to understand on what basis 
stairways have been heritage listed in Sydney to date. One outcome from this investigation was 
the discovery of the incomplete nature of many of the heritage listings for stairways. Stairways 
appear to have been largely listed for their aesthetic value or historic value and other aspects 
such as social or scientific value are not widely considered. 42
An important source of information on the heritage significance of public stairways in Sydney 
should be the various heritage listings, but they often fall short. The NSW Heritage Act lists 
three stairways as having state significance: Argyle Bridge and Stairs, Cumberland Place and 
Steps and Man O’War Steps. The City of Sydney Local Environment Plan 2011 contains in 
Schedule 5 Environmental Heritage Part 1 Heritage Items sixteen sites that either contain or 
are solely stairways that are considered to have local significance.43 This is simply a listing and 
contains minimal information on location and level of significance. To establish why stairways 
are significant we need to look elsewhere. Heritage review documents such as The Millers Point 
41  The Battleship Potemkin, director Sergei Eisenstein, 1925; An American in Paris, director Vincente 
Minnelli, 1951; Angels in America, director Mike Nichols, 2003.
42  For an explanation of these four values see The Burra Charter 1999: The Australia ICOMOS Charter for 
Places of Cultural Significance with associated guidelines and code on the ethics of co-existence, Australia 
ICOMOS inc, International Council of Monuments and Sites2000,12.
43  Agar steps, Bethal Steps, Butler stairs, Chard Stairs, Hickson steps, High steps, Hill stairs, Hohnen’s 
stairs, Horden stairs, McElhone stairs, Moore stairs, O’Heare’s stairs, Dalgety road stairs. Chapman steps, 
Cumberland Place steps, Man O War stairs.
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and Walsh Bay Heritage Review,44 Policy documents such as The City of Sydney Policy for the 
Management of Laneways in Central Sydney,45 and the State Heritage Database46 all contribute to 
this information but these documents are not without problems. The Laneway Policy, for example, 
does not give a definition of the word laneway and then complicates matters further by including 
some stairways: Windmill Steps, Moore Steps, Napoleon Street Steps and McElhone Steps, yet 
excludes others that are of a very similar physical configuration, age and aesthetic, such as Butler’s 
Stairs, Hill Stairs and Hohnen’s Stairs. The reason for inclusion or exclusion is not articulated. 
Historic guide books and visitors Journals
A review of historic guide books and visitors journals for both the early and growing 
settlement of Sydney was undertaken and provided historic first hand accounts of not only the 
existence of stairways but also the general condition of the town and the development of other 
infrastructure such as streets and public lighting. In addition a reading of these documents 
looked for descriptions of the topography in the early years of the colony and of activities such 
as quarrying, cutting and filling that changed this topography. The outdoor social activities of 
the time, was another concern when reviewing these documents. Pastimes such as the amateur 
study of botany, promenading so as to see and be seen by society at large and climbing to 
high points to observe the view may have been influential in the formation of stairways either 
contemporaneous with the document or subsequent to it.
Tourist liter ature and walking guides
On the rare occasions that Sydney’s stairways have been considered in public discourse, it has 
primarily been in tourist literature as a casual emotive response to their physicality: “the pretty 
Argyle Stairs”,47 “the charming sandstone Moore’s Stairs”,48 “a nobly wide and well-proportioned 
flight of sandstone stairs”,49 “a long flight of stairs”,50 “crumbling stone stairways”,51 “a wide graceful 
flight of stairs”,52 “ancient stone steps”,53 “a sordid flight of worn and pitted steps”,54 “winding stone 
44  Paul Davies Pty Ltd, Millers Point and Walsh Bay Heritage Review, for City of Sydney Council, March 2007.
45  City of Sydney, The City of Sydney Policy for the Management of Laneways in Central Sydney,1993.
46  www.heritage.nsw.gov.au
47  John Gunter, Sydney by Ferry and Foot (Sydney: Kangaroo Press, 2000), 110.
48  Gunter, Sydney by Ferry and Foot, 103.
49  Ruth Park and Rafe Champion, Ruth Park’s Sydney (Sydney: Duffy & Snellgrove, 1999), 18.
50  Park and Champion, Ruth Park’s Sydney, 30.
51  Park and Champion, Ruth Park’s Sydney, Sydney, Duffy & Snellgrove, 1999, 104.
52  Ruth Park and Cedric Emanuel, The Sydney We Love (Sydney: Thomas Nelson Australia, 1987), 13.
53  Marjorie Barnard, The Sydney Book (Sydney: Ure Smith Pty Ltd., n.d.), 24.
54  Barnard, The Sydney Book, 24.
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stairs”,55 “curving stone stairway”,56 “the steep flight of winding stairs”.57 These phrases, often 
sentimental and nostalgic, reflect a portrayal of Sydney’s stairways as quaint remnants of the city’s 
past. It is clear from these works that stairways are attractive to tourists and are evocative of the 
city’s history, contributing both to the facilitation of views and to memory and memorialisation 
within the city. Tourist guide books can assist in locating sets of stairs but rarely provide more 
information about them or how and why they were made. One of the best examples is perhaps Ruth 
Park’s Sydney, which has a large number of references to stairs and in some cases gives us a few 
details about them, but this is not intended as a scholarly work and the lack of referencing makes 
claims difficult to verify. Walking guides can, however, provide useful insight into topics of interest 
for the walker such as views, architectural styles, local histories and characters. 
Maps and dr awings
An examination of historic and recent city maps was undertaken principally to locate stairways 
in their urban context and to establish the time of their appearance in the record and what other 
changes were happening in the city at the time. Large scale plans such as the trigonometric 
survey where of particular use in this regard, answering questions relating to the role of the 
stairway as public infrastructure.
Locating and examining construction drawings of stairways to establish the one time existence 
and details of stairways that have now been demolished and to discover stylistic themes in there 
design was undertaken largely in the archives of the City of Sydney.
Street maps of the city are critical in the search for stairways, both in establishing the period in 
which they were first built and in the case of demolished stairways, establishing that they ever 
existed at all. The 1865 Trigonometrical Survey of Sydney is the first collection of maps that 
documents the city in sufficient detail to see public stairways with any accuracy but several 
historic maps prior to this show the changes to the topography and foreshore. Access to these 
historic maps is made easier by collections of historic map reproductions such as Sydney Takes 
Shape by Max Kelly and Ruth Crocker,58 a later edition in 2000 by Paul Ashton and Duncan 
Waterson,59 and more recently the Historical Atlas of Sydney, an online collection of historic 
maps from the City of Sydney.60
55  Lorna Blacklock, Short Tours of Old Sydney, (Sydney: Royal Australian Historical Society,1972), 8.
56  Blacklock, Short Tours of Old Sydney, 12.
57  The Rocks in Color (Melbourne: Lloyd O’Neil Pty Ltd., 1983),16.
58  Max Kelly and Ruth Crocker, Sydney Takes Shape (Sydney: The Macleay Museum University of Sydney, 1977).
59  Paul Ashton and Duncan Waterson, Sydney Takes Shape a History in Maps (Brisbane: Hema Maps, 2000).
60  http://photosau.com.au/CosMaps/scripts/home.asp
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Street directories
Street directories, whilst having their limitations, play a valuable role in this work, particularly 
in relation to questions concerning the stairway’s role as infrastructure. The first directory that 
showed street arrangements in detail was Fowles’s directory of 1848, but it is a collection of 
elevations of “principle streets” and copper plate engravings of “Public Buildings, Churches, 
Chapels, etc.” rather than a street directory in plan as we know it today.61 It did not show any 
public stairways nor did it document the areas of the town where they proliferated, such as The 
Rocks. A New and Complete Wharf, Street, and Building Plan Directory of the City of Sydney, 
1880 by Percy Dove appears to be the first bound street directory of the city.62 It shows some of 
the public stairways in Sydney at the time such as Caraher Stairs63 and the watermen’s stairs at 
Circular Quay.64 Playfair Stairs and Merriman Stairs are shown but not named65 as are the stairs at 
the wharf for the Balmain ferry.66 Another early directory, Sydney and Suburban Map Publishing 
Co. Large Scale Sheet Maps of Sydney 1888, adds the suburbs of Woolloomooloo and Ultimo and 
shows on plan Horden’s Stairs,67 Butler’s Stairs and Hill Stairs.68 
Measured dr awings and mapping
In some instances, measured drawings were made of stairways to analyse relationships between 
the stair and the built environment around it, the possibility and range of view and to contextualize 
the stairway within its urban setting, answering the question of how they facilitate and control 
views. Plans and sections were drawn up to compare the size, shape and format of stairways and 
to investigate whether different sizes and formats of stairways encourage or enable different types 
of uses. The execution of measured drawings also assisted in understanding the construction 
of stairways and how this has changed over time in terms of construction technique, masonry 
skills and styles as well as developments in other public infrastructure that the stairway fostered 
or supported such as lighting. Various dimensional differences are compared throughout the 
dissertation in an attempt to formulate a view on issues such as size, steepness and volume. The 
dimensional data has implications for safety, pace of movement, useability and the feeling and 
use of the place and is summarized in table 2.1.
61  Joseph Fowles, Sydney in 1848, Facsimile Edition Ure smith in association with The National Trust of 
Australia (N.S.W.) 1973.
62  Percy Dove, A New and Complete Wharf, Street and Building Plan Directory of the City of Sydney,
63  Block 41-42
64  Block 38-39-40
65  Block 50-51-52
66  Block 71A-72
67  Part 2
68  Part 7
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Mapping proved to be a useful research tool to record the locations of stairways and to show 
their physical proximity to each other. Mapping often shows clusters of stairways indicating 
areas of hilly topography. 
observational Analysis
Participant observation and observational analysis was undertaken in conjunction with the 
recording and photographic documentation of stairway users to understand cycles of use, the 
differences in use dependant on the times of day and year, if the stairways location influences 
who used the stairway and if so then for what purposes. Activities such as sitting, skating, 
bike riding, parkour, drinking, eating, meeting, talking either in person or on the telephone, 
sleeping or ‘lounging about’ and ‘hanging out’, dealing and taking drugs, dumping of rubbish, 
vomiting, urinating, defecating and sexual encounters are all occurrences that take place on 
public stairways. For this reason real time observations were critical to gaining information and 
where possible and safe to do so, a photographic record has been taken of observed activities 
and behaviours.
This method of research was also utilized to investigate the hypothesis that different types of 
stairways promote different types of activities, to see if people used stairways in ways previously 
not considered including aberrant, illicit or illegal behaviours and to collect evidence of this as 
it is a slippery area to find hard facts for. Observational analysis is one of the few methods that 
will provide evidence of this sort of behaviour.
evidence of contempory use
Reviewing websites, blogs and You Tube clips specifically for groups that use stairways for 
a variety of activities proved fruitful to understand how stairways are used in today’s society 
for activities such as stair running, jogging, fitness training, skateboarding and Parkour. This 
type of research also assisted in locating stairways in other states particularly through sites that 
hosted groups of enthusiasts for these activities.
compar ative analysis of national and 
international examples
Whilst this dissertation focuses on Sydney, examples of stairways in other Australian cities and 
overseas were visited, observed and researched. Visits to Melbourne in 2009, Brisbane in 2011 
and 2012 proved useful in establishing a national context. Similarly, travel to America in 2009 and 
Italy in 2012 allowed observational analysis of many of the internationl examples. The research on 
examples outside of Sydney was then developed using the methodologis discussed above.
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review of Secondary liter ature
A review of theoretical literature was undertaken from the fields of architecture, urban studies, 
geography and other fields to enable an understanding of the extent and depth of the existing 
knowledge on public urban stairways and to identify gaps in that existing body of knowledge. 
From this a theoretical context was developed and critical tools built to understand Sydney’s 
public urban stairways.
Having discussed the methodologies and sources of information used in this dissertation this 
chapter will now review the concepts and theories that underpin this work.
the Physical form of Stairways
Stairways convey the concept of relative size. Stairs are one of the few devices in architecture 
that can indicate to the observer just how big a building (or part of a building) is compared to 
other parts or to its surroundings. Even the word we use for this purpose, ‘scale’, shares the same 
etymological roots as the Latin word for stairs (scala). Stairs can perform this scalar function 
uniquely well because the dimensions of risers and treads must conform to the comfortable 
limits imposed by human gait.69 
The physical form of a stairway and the dimensional space it occupies is a determining factor in 
the type of public place that results. The stairway’s form and size, is integral to how the stairway 
functions both as a practical space for movement and as a social space. As Lyndon and Moore 
have observed, 
The steeper a stair, the more likely it is to provide access to private places,…or…to 
signify inapproachability. The wider a stair, the more generous and free the movement it 
accommodates, allowing for companionable ascent of several people at the same time, or 
for the placement of people and objects along the way.70 
The form of the stairway, its shape, dimensions and layout influences and in turn is influenced 
by the space it creates. Stairways with broad deep landings are more conducive to becoming a 
stage for a performance.71 Short flights with no tactile ground surface indicators at the bottom 
can prove enticing for jumping on a skateboard.72 High narrow stairways that have widened or 
offset landings facilitate access to views enjoyed for a relatively brief period. Wide stairways 
69  Templer, The Staircase: History and Theories, 42.
70  Donlyn Lyndon and Charles Moore, Chambers for a Memory Place (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1994), 72.
71  Stevens, The Ludic City, 2007 164; Christopher Alexander et al, A Pattern Language, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1977), 637; Templer, The Staircase History and Theories, 113; Rudofsky, Streets for People, 170.
72 Morgan Campbell, Director Liquid Pixel 3, DVD distributed by Stomp Visual; Discussions with 
skateboarder ‘Tommy’ 2009.
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overlooking public recreational space such as a park or beach provide an environment that 
encourages people to sit and watch for extended periods of time.
From the process of locating and cataloguing Sydney’s stairways that was undertaken for this 
thesis, similarities in their physicality become apparent so that they can be categorised by their 
physical form, independent of their stylistic design, materiality, history or use. A comparison based 
on physical form is useful because activities on physically similar stairways can be compared to 
assess whether certain physical characteristics of stairway spaces promote certain activities such as 
procession and promenade, access to views and viewing, social or anti-social activity or play. The 
following categorisation has been developed from historical and theoretical literature and physical 
examination but despite the range of five categories; organic, straight, reciprocating, helical and 
imperial, there may be stairways that do not fit within one of these. This may be an anomaly or 
it may suggest a new category is needed. This typology of the physical form of stairways will be 
used in this dissertation to describe and discuss the public urban stairways of Sydney.
The organic stairway
The organic stairway form is the most elementary. The form that the stairway takes follows 
the form of the land, curving and bending to suit the topographical contours, providing the 
easiest route to traverse the ascent. In planned, new-world cities such as Sydney, where property 
boundaries are generally straight, organic stairways tend to be confined to parks and gardens. 
The Botanic Gardens, the Domain and the city’s parklands contain several examples; see 
Appendix items CA001, GL024, SY073, SY094, SY95, SY096, SY097.
Figure 2.4 The organic stairway, Royal Botanic Gardens, Sydney
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The str aight flight stairway
The most common plan form for stairways is the straight flight stair. The most efficient in terms 
of space usage, it has been used for highly dramatic, processional stairways such as La Cordonata 
in Rome and monumental examples such as Potemkin Stairs in Odessa. It is also a form that is 
commonly used for the most utilitarian, modest short flights that connect differing levels both 
inside buildings and in the public spaces of a multitude of cities and towns around the world. In 
Sydney, Butler’s Stairs (PP002), Fleet Steps (SY093), Hickson Stairs (DP007), McElhone Stairs 
(PP004) and Moore’s Stairs (SY058) are all examples of straight flight stairways that will be 
discussed in more detail in later chapters. 
Figure 2.5 The straight flight stairway, Windmill Stairs, Sydney. Photograph Ross Thornton, 2012
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The reciprocating stairway
The reciprocating stairway, also called a dog-leg stair,73 can resolve the problem where the 
length needed for a stairway is not available in a single run. To afford efficient ascent, within 
the physical capabilities of the climber, the stairway is folded back on itself.74
Figure 2.6 The reciprocating stairway, Pottinger Street, Sydney. Photograph Ross Thornton, 2012
73  John Fleming, Hugh Honour and Nickolas Pevsner, The Penguin Dictionary of Architecture, Penguin 
Books, Third Edition, 1980, 309. f.p. 1966. 
74  Jonathan Miller, Steps and Stairs, United Technologies Corporation, 1980, 11.
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Two flights of the stairway run parallel to each other and are connected by an intermediate 
landing which provides for turning through 180 degrees.75 This is a common stair type inside 
buildings, where space is restricted, but it is relatively uncommon in external urban spaces, 
being used only when it is necessary to surmount very dramatic changes in terrain within a 
limited plan area as is the case with High Stairs (MP013), the Pottinger Street stairway (DP014) 
and Bridge Stairs (MP004).
The helical stairway
The helical, spiral or corkscrew stairway is an uncommon type in Sydney’s public urban space 
but its sculptural qualities can resolve difficult topographical challenges, most commonly to 
move from one level to another around a street corner where the topography is steep. Examples 
of this occur at the junction of Pottinger Street and Hickson Road (DP012 & DP013), Jenkins 
Street and Gas Lane (MP016), and Chalmers Street and Randle Street (SH010).
Figure 2.7 The helical stairway, corner of Pottinger Street and Hickson Road, Sydney. Photograph 
Ross Thornton, 2012
75  John Templer, The Staircase History and Theory, The MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1992, 89.
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The imperial stairway
An imperial stairway consists of a single flight which then separates into two symmetrical 
flights. The two separated flights offer options of direction to the user. Occurring where 
space is not an issue and a dramatic, opulent design is desired this stairway form makes a 
statement beyond the purely functional, of wealth, power or prestige. The form has been used 
for significant internal palace staircases76 as well as being used extensively in Baroque garden 
design. In Sydney, Chard Steps in Darlinghurst (see Chapter Three) and the steps to First Fleet 
Park in The Rocks (TR034) are both versions of imperial stairways. The original unbuilt design 
for Moore Stairs at East Circular Quay was also an imperial stairway design. 
Figure 2.8 The Imperial Stairway, First Fleet Park, Sydney. Photograph Ross Thornton, 2012
This dissertation will now review the theories that have directed the research in areas such as 
heritage, tourism, affordance and ergonomics.  
76  Catherine Wilkinson, “The Escorial and the Invention of the Imperial Staircase”, The Art Bulletin, Vol 57, 
No.1, March 1975, 65-90.
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Concepts of Heritage and  
Cultur al Significance
One of the ways that physical artefacts, including architecture and urban elements such as 
stairways are valued is through the lens of heritage. Public stairways are part of both the material 
and cultural heritage of the city. They help to create the physical form of the city and the events 
that city dwellers experience. They express or manifest land form and topography and are both 
generators and outcomes of urban change. They are evidence of the city’s history and of the 
pedestrian’s role in that history. Accordingly, to understand the stairways’ significance to our 
urban cultural heritage we need to understand what heritage is and how it manifests in both 
tangible and intangible forms.
Whilst many writers on heritage claim its beginnings as the Ancient Monuments Act of 1882 
or the formation of the Society for the Preservation of Ancient Buildings by William Morris 
and other members of Britain’s pre-Raphaelite movement in 1877,77 as David Harvey points out, 
“heritage has always been with us and has always been produced by people according to their 
contemporary concerns and experiences”.78 So whilst the way heritage is practised today with 
formalisation of process and legislative protection is an invention of the nineteenth century 
where “the present selects an inheritance from an imagined past for current use and decides 
what should be passed on to an imagined future”,79 heritage itself is not as McCrone et al. claim 
“a thoroughly modern concept…[that] belongs to the first quarter of the twentieth century”.80 It 
is not the concept of heritage that is modern but the way we practise heritage. 
Closely connected with the concept of heritage is the concept of cultural significance which 
considers why something, be it a place, object or practice, may be worth preserving. There is 
a range of legislation and instruments that apply to matters of heritage within the geographical 
boundary of this study and attempt to establish what is significant about and to our culture. At the 
national level there is the Commonwealth Heritage List, established under the Commonwealth 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999.81 At state level the New South 
Wales Heritage Act 1977 aims to protect natural, cultural and built heritage and allows for 
heritage places or items to be entered on a State Heritage Register. The State Heritage Register 
77  www.spab.org.uk/what-is-spab-/history-of-spab/ (accessed 14/02/2012)
78  Harvey, David C., “Heritage Pasts and Heritage Presents: Temporality, meaning and the scope of Heritage 
studies”, International Journal of Heritage Studies, Volume 7, No.4, December 2001, 319.
79  Tunbridge and Ashworth, Dissonant Heritage,6, in Harvey “Heritage Pasts and Heritage Presents” 2001, 
319-338.
80  D. McCrone, A. Morris and R. Kiely, Scotland –the Brand. The Making of Scottish Heritage (Edinburgh: 
Polygon, 1995), 1. Cited in Harvey, David C., “Heritage pasts and heritage presents: Temporality, meaning and the 
scope of Heritage studies”, International Journal of Heritage Studies, Volume 7, No.4, December 2001, 319-338.
81  http://www.environment.gov.au/heritage/about/commonwealth/index.html (accessed 7/10/2012).
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and the State Heritage Inventory are administered by the New South Wales Heritage office82 
and the lists include items within the Local Government Area of the City of Sydney. The City 
of Sydney Council also has heritage instruments and policies in provisions under the Local 
Environment Plan and the Heritage Development Control Plan.83 These acts, registers, plans and 
policies generally set out what is considered of sufficient significance to preserve, responsibility 
for approving any works or changes, and the extent of works and changes that may be carried out. 
There is therefore already a framework in place that enables the identification and registration 
of stairways that have heritage value and a possible means for facilitating their protection.
There is another collection of advisory documents that gives guidance on how items should be 
preserved, investigated, recorded and repaired. The most important of these in Australia is the 
Burra Charter, “a much improved and clarified version of the Venice Charter of the International 
Council on Monuments and sites (ICOMOS)”,84 which defines cultural significance as “aesthetic, 
historic, scientific or social value for past, present and future generations”.85 
The term ‘cultural significance’ is often used interchangeably with ‘heritage significance’ 
or ‘historic significance’ but it is important to note that cultural significance is not simply 
about the past and old things. It includes contemporary items of aesthetic, scientific or social 
merit. There is nothing in the Burra Charter that stipulates how old something must be to be 
considered culturally significant. It is not fundamentally about age but rather the significance 
to a society. The difficulty is that we can often only determine what is significant with the 
benefit of hindsight. A detailed examination of past and present uses and use patterns of 
stairways is likely to uncover a variety of aspects that may be considered historically or 
socially significant in relation to particular stairways.
Whilst heritage has frequently been linked to ideas of national identity,86 Harvey, who utilises 
Tunbridge and Ashworth’s definition of heritage as “a contemporary product shaped from 
history”,87 provides examples such as the British Bonfire night on the fifth of November, dating 
from the seventeenth century, the commemoration of the restoration of the monarchy in 1660 
in the many Royal Oak pubs in Britain and the continuing popularity of the folk legend of 
82  http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/heritage/index.htm (accessed 7/10/2012).
83  http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/Development/HeritageInformation/HeritageInstrumentsAndPolicies.
asp (accessed 7/10/2012).
84  Miles Lewis, “The Conservation Analysis: An Australian Perspective” APT Bulletin, Vol.28, No.1, Historic 
Structure Reports, 1997, 48.
85  http://australia.icomos.org/publications/charters/ (accessed 7/10/2012).
86  Laurajane Smith, Archaeological Theory and the Politics of Cultural Heritage (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2004); Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage (London and New York: Routledge, 2006); Derek 
Gillman, The Idea of Cultural Heritage, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, revised edition, 2010).
87  Tunbridge and Ashworth, Dissonant Heritage,20, cited in Harvey, “Heritage Pasts and Heritage Presents”, 
319-338.
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St. George and the Dragon as evidence of heritage as a process that predates the beginnings 
of the current way we practise heritage. The value of the work done by Harvey, who comes 
from a background of geography rather than heritage, is not simply to put an earlier date on 
the beginnings of heritage, but to illustrate that there is an intangible aspect to heritage. Some 
human behaviours that are seen as having cultural significance have been around for possibly 
as long as humankind and been practised widely by ordinary people even though they may not 
be labelled as ‘heritage’. In recent years the idea that human cultural practices such as song, 
dance and performance are significant has been taken into account by the concept of intangible 
heritage. Heritage is not just a reserved professional sphere that is confined to specialists and 
experts. It is also a collection of practices that are carried out by ordinary people in the course 
of their everyday lives.
Whilst the contemporary definition of heritage and heritage discourse, along with legislation, 
preservation practices and the curation of heritage may be recent, the human behaviour of 
inheriting something from the past and caring for or maintaining it to pass on to the future is 
longstanding. This is seen in family inheritance and is particularly so for intangible heritage 
where practices linked to religion and ritual can, even in Western Christian-based societies, 
be traced back to pagan roots. The decoration and display of the Christmas tree is a good 
example of this.
Whilst there is evidence for heritage conservation practices dating back well before the 
nineteenth century, our heritage practices and ideas of material heritage today owe much to 
the efforts of William Morris and the work of John Ruskin. Ruskin was of the view that if 
monuments were cared for then they would not need restoration.88 He saw restoration as “the 
worst manner of destruction” because it not only destroyed the original material but added false 
material as well.89
Neither by the public, nor by those who have the care of public monuments, is the true 
meaning of the word restoration, understood. It means the most total destruction which a 
building can suffer: a destruction out of which no remnants can be gathered: a destruction 
accompanied with false description of the thing destroyed.90
In his book The Stones of Venice, Ruskin argued for a conservation practice of conserving as 
found and against the idea, prevalent at the time, of historic buildings having later additions 
removed so as to return them to the ‘original’. Ruskin lived at a time when historic monuments 
were being destroyed from three different directions. Classicism was the influential style of the 
1840s and works not conforming to classical ideals risked being eradicated. The advent of the 
88  John Ruskin, The Seven lamps of Architecture (Sunnyside, Kent: George Allen, sixth edition, 1889) 196.
89  Ruskin, The Seven lamps of Architecture, 194.
90  Ruskin, The Seven lamps of Architecture, 194.
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industrial revolution saw old areas of the city demolished to make way for speculative real estate 
developments and the new railway system. The beginnings of ‘conservation’ of buildings saw 
the ‘salvage’ of historic material often to be kept in museums and private collections, and their 
replacement with imitations.91
Against this background the heritage movement as we know it today developed. One of the 
major reasons for arguing for the retention and maintenance of material heritage was its role as 
a means of education for current and future generations.92 In the 1960s and 1970s there was an 
increased concern about the fate of cultural heritage in many Western countries. Many reasons 
have been put forward to account for this including increased environmental concerns due to 
post-war development, more leisure time, the growth of cultural tourism, nostalgia caused by 
the growing impersonality of public life and desires to reassert national identity.93 Since the 
1990s there has been a wider consideration of heritage with an increased focus on the heritage 
of indigenous groups, women, workers, migrant communities and efforts to refocus heritage 
towards the wider population. But the power and knowledge of architects, archaeologists and 
professional historians continues to define debates on heritage and to privilege certain values, 
be they scientific, artistic or historic.94
From the development of the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB) in Britain 
until the late 1990s, heritage discourse and practice focused almost exclusively on tangible 
items, buildings and artefacts.95 It began to seem, however, that the preservation of the object, 
building or location was not enough to protect cultural heritage. If the cultural heritage of a 
group was to be safeguarded, the practices of that group, the songs, dances, craft skills, festivals 
and even trade practices, needed to be considered also. 
In his keynote address to the ICOMOS 14th General Assembly and Scientific Symposium in 
2003, the then assistant Director General of Culture with UNESCO, Mounir Bouchenaki, 
explained the interrelation between tangible and intangible heritage:
Cultural heritage is a synchronized relationship involving society (that is, systems of 
interactions connecting people), norms and values (that is, ideas, for instance, belief 
systems that attribute relative importance). Symbols, technologies and objects are tangible 
evidence of underlying norms and values. Thus they establish a symbiotic relationship 
91  Wolfgang Kemp, The desire of My Eyes: The Life and Work of John Ruskin (London: Harper Collins, 1991), 
147.
92  A good overview of the development of contemporary heritage practise is provided by Smith in Uses of 
Heritage, 19-28.
93  Smith, Archaeological Theory, 5.
94  Smith, Archaeological Theory, 118.
95  Smith, Uses of Heritage, 4.
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between tangible and the intangible. The intangible heritage should be regarded as the 
larger framework within which tangible heritage takes on shape and significance.96
The archaeologist Laurajane Smith has written extensively on the politics and uses of heritage. 
In Uses of Heritage, Smith challenges traditional Western ideas of heritage discourse focused on 
‘things’ and views it “as a cultural and social process, which engages with acts of remembering 
that work to create ways to understand and engage with the present”.97 Smith develops the idea 
of intangible heritage using themes of place, memory, performance and identity. Some of the 
examples she explores use heritage to reinforce socially conservative ideas but others show how 
heritage can be used to question identity.
Smith’s view of heritage beyond the tangible is important for an examination of the heritage 
values of public stairways because modest physical structures can be the tangible manifestation 
of a wide variety of historical and contemporary cultural experiences. Such experiences happen 
on the physical form of the stairway, a form that presents the user with a series of incremental 
horizontal planes which most frequently afford the means of moving from one level of physical 
terrain to another. There are, however, many other practices, both historic and contemporary, 
that the physical form of the stairway affords that could not be carried out in an architectural 
space of a different physical form.
Utilising the concept of intangible heritage, we can begin to understand social practices, 
connections between people, their ideas, behaviours and value systems that are evidenced by 
a tangible, physical artefact and embodied in them. The embodiment of meaning, whether 
commemorative, social or historic, can lead to the physical object being seen as a monument. 
This may be intentional, the deliberate commemoration of a person or event for example, or 
it may arise unintentionally. The categories of infrastructure, street, viewing, threshold and 
monument embody current thinking on both tangible and intangible heritage because they go 
beyond the concept of heritage as being only concerned with age or aesthetic value and examine 
the stairway as a site of use and social practices with both historic and current significance to 
society.
The influence of the Tourist gaze
The behaviour of tourists has become linked with concepts of heritage, its preservation, 
destruction and imitation. Travelling to view monuments dates back to the beginnings of the 
96  Mounir Bouchenaki, The Interdependency of the Tangible and Intangible Cultural Heritage, ICOMOS 
14th General Assembly and Scientific Symposium, “Place-memory-meaning: preserving intangible values in 
monuments and sites, Victoria falls, Zimbabwe, 2003
97  Smith, The Uses of Heritage, 2.
44
MeTHodologieS, SourCeS, ConCePTS A nd THeor ieS
religious pilgrimage but became popular in Western culture with The Grand Tour.98 This in turn 
was superseded by organised tours such as those facilitated by Thomas Cook.99 While tourism 
is not a central theme of this thesis, its impact on both the international examples discussed in 
this chapter and Sydney’s public stairways can not be overlooked. Several general tourist guides 
to Sydney refer to the city’s stairways100 and local walking guides point out scenic stairways 
to tourists.101 More specific advice, such as that aimed at joggers, fitness devotees or stairway 
climbers, discusses issues such as the best stairs to train on in Sydney.102 Tourism also interacts 
with stairways in Sydney during festivals such as the Vivid festival, a festival of lights held 
during the winter months where Moore’s Stairs (SY0115) has frequently been used as a site for 
lighting displays.103
Tourist behaviour, the influence tourism has on heritage and vice versa has been discussed 
extensively by John Urry who, in his book The Tourist Gaze, sees tourists gazing on heritage 
as a contemporary fascination that supports an epidemic of nostalgia as well as significant 
private enterprise. Urry observes that the recent popularity of heritage tourism in Britain is 
often for industrial heritage that presents the struggle of the working people.104 This differs from 
traditional views of heritage discourse which “explicitly promotes the experience and values of 
elite social classes”.105
An indication that stairways of more modest fame can come under the influence of the tourist 
gaze is evidenced by a collection of walking guides produced in North America that have 
specifically focused on stairway walks. The earliest of these, Stairway Walks in San Francisco 
by Adah Bakalinsky, was first published in 1984 and in 2010 went into its seventh edition, 
illustrating its popularity.106 This and other stairway walking guides have provided useful clues 
to what is perceived to be of interest to the pedestrian along a stairway. Stairway Walks in San 
Francisco, Secret Stairs, Secret Stairs East Bay, A Guide to the Public Stairs of Los Angeles 
and The Portland Stairs Book all demonstrate an interest in the history that is embodied in the 
98  Geoffery Trease, The Grand Tour, (London: William Heinemann Ltd, 1967); John Urry, The Tourist Gaze, 
(Los Angeles: Sage 2002), 4, 137, 149.
99  Trease, The Grand Tour, 236-9.
100  www.lonleyplanet.com/australia/sydney/sites/historic-site/mcelhone-stairs, http://www.fodors.com/world/
australia-and-the-pacific/australia/new-south-wales/sydney/review-166367.html (accessed 22/04/2012)
101  Blacklock, Short Tours of Old Sydney; Joan Lawrence, Sydney from The Rocks, (Sydney: Hale & 
Iremonger, 1988); Gunter, Sydney by Ferry and Foot.
102  www.coolrunning.com.au (accessed 22/04/2012), Michael Hennessy, Sydney Stair Running Workout High 
5’s, at au.lifestyle.yahoo.com/.../run/.../sydney-stair-running-workout-high-.(accessed 22/04/2012) 
103  www.sydneytips.net/circular-quay-moore-stairs-vivid-sydney (accessed 22/04/2012).
104  Urry, The Tourist Gaze, 94, 95, 99, 104.
105  Smith, The Uses of Heritage, 30.
106  Adah Bakalinsky, Stairway Walks in San Francisco, 2010.
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public stairway.107 As Laura Foster points out with a particularly North American slant in The 
Portland Stairs Book: 
There is something ineffably “other” about a neighbourhood staircase. It’s not a road. Not 
a trail. Not a multi-use path. A staircase is a tangible concession that no, indeed, roads 
cannot be carved wherever humans want them. Their slightly subversive, escapist nature 
attracts urban explorers, runners, walkers, and anyone else who cannot comprehend how 
mall-walking could be a pleasurable activity.108
The existence of such tourist literature evidences a community and visitor interest in exploring 
cities via the localities’ public stairways. Common amongst these guides is a focus on local 
events and community history, the places associated with celebrities, famous people and local 
‘characters’, views out across the locality, and the architectural style of the area. 
As we have seen, there is a clear link between ideas of heritage and tourism. These encompass 
tangible qualities of materiality, age and aesthetics and rarity but intangible factors such as 
association can also raise the profile of a locally significant stairway to an internationally 
significant site. Such is the case with the Potemkin Stairway in Odessa, as addressed in Chapter 
Three. 
Stairways as Modellers of Space
The stairway is a visual scalar device, its treads, risers and handrails a measure of the human 
gait and reach. To understand human scale in any view, a human body must generally be 
visible, but human scale is on display as a permanent feature of the stairway.109 Our body “is 
our most fundamental three-dimensional possession”110 and our constructed world is based on 
the dimensions of that body. The fundamental principles of spatial organisation are based on 
“the posture and structure of the human body and the relations…between human beings”.111 We 
organise space and the built elements of our world based on the experience of our own bodies 
and of other people, so that the world we create is composed of spaces that conform and cater 
107  Charles Fleming, Secret Stairs: A Walking Guide to the Historic Staircases of Los Angeles, (Santa 
Monica, CA: Santa Monica Press, 2010); Charles Fleming, Secret Stairs: East Bay A Walking Guide to the 
Historic Staircases of Berkeley and Oakland, (Santa Monica, CA: Santa Monica Press, 2011); Laura Foster, The 
Portland Stairs Book, (Portland and London: Timber Press, 2010); Bob Inman, A Guide to the Public stairways 
of Los Angeles (self-published, 2010).
108  Foster, The Portland Stairs Book, 11.
109  Cliff Moughtin, Urban Design Street and Square (Oxford: Architectural Press, third edition 2003),38.
110  Kent Bloomer and Charles Moore, Body, Memory and architecture (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1977), ix. 
111  Tuan, Space and Place, 34.
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to our social relations and biological necessities.112 The stairway is such a space, designed to 
conform to the capacities of our bodies, to bring steep slopes under human control, uniting 
foreground and background.
The stairway’s capacity as a device to model space has been utilised by artists including Leonardo 
Da Vinci, Michelangelo, Piranesi and Canaletto to create the illusion of depth, demonstrate skill 
at perspective drawing, arrange elements at seemingly different heights on a two-dimensional 
surface or used by artists such as M. C. Escher to play with spatial perceptions.113 
Figure 2.9 Gene Kelly on a stairway to paradise. Film Still, An American in Paris, directed by 
Vincente Minnelli, 1951.
The stairway allows the emphasis of a foreground and a background simultaneously whilst also 
gradating the space between the two. This enables the characters and action depicted in the 
background to remain unobscured by that which is occurring in the foreground, as we will see 
in the example of Potemkin stairs discussed in Chapter Three where Eisenstein uses the physical 
112  Tuan, Space and Place, 34.
113  Miller, Steps and Stairs, 94-95.
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form of the stairway to firstly display the celebratory crowd (Figure 3.11) and later the panicked 
and fleeing crowd (Figure 3.13). It is for this reason that the stairway is used as a scenery prop 
in theatre productions to provide entrances, exits and passage for the characters that will not be 
obscured by the characters already on stage. Gene Kelly’s progress on the ‘stairway to paradise’, 
for example, allows the women and lighting props flanking the stairway to be fully viewing and 
fully viewed whilst framing the scene, rather than concealed behind each other as they would 
be on a level stage. It is also why many group photographs from school groups to weddings to, 
ironically, bicycle clubs are posed on stairs, so that they can see and be seen. 
Figure 2.10 Dubbo Bicycle Club on the steps of the Court House – Dubbo, NSW c. 1900. State 
Library of NSW (BCP 05116)
The Affordances of Stairways
Any stairway’s ability to enable different human activities and the way in which people 
interact with the physical form of the stairway can be examined via the theory of affordances. 
The concept of ‘affordances’ was introduced by James Gibson in 1977 in an essay entitled 
“The Theory of Affordances”, published in a collection of works by authors concerned with 
contemporary psychological theory, to account for what animals, including the human animal, 
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perceive.114 Gibson argues that the physical environment, whether natural or artificial, affords 
the animal a combination of physical properties that is uniquely suited to its nutrition system, 
action system or locomotion system.115 Gibson’s work has been taken up in design theory in 
relation to the way in which designed objects ‘afford’ some actions and refuse others.116 This 
theory is useful in an examination of stairways because of the wide variety of affordances that 
stairways provide which go beyond the commonly accepted use of walking up and down. 
Gibson noted that we create for ourselves an artificial environment. The body not only occupies 
space but “commands and orders it through intention”.117 We create our environment in order 
to provide ourselves with specific affordances but there are many other affordances provided 
by our constructed world which were probably never intended. If we look at the properties 
of a stairway’s substance and surfaces we uncover a wide variety of affordances where “the 
combination of properties is uniquely related to the animal or species being considered”.118 These 
vary depending on the abilities of the human being in question. A stairway does not provide 
the same affordances to a child just learning to walk as it does to an adult and they are different 
again to a skilled skateboard rider. To see stairways as objects only providing the affordance of 
climbing is extremely limited, as will be demonstrated below.
The affordances of a stairway will be affected by its physical properties such as length, width, 
number and size of flights, number and size of landings, presence or absence of a handrail, the 
presence or absence of tactile ground surface indicators119 and the existence and form of other 
elements such as piers, bollards or lamp frames. In addition to this, the affordances provided are 
conditioned by the physical surroundings of the stairway that go to make up the stairway space, 
factors such as seclusion or openness to public view, connection to busy streets or open space, 
provision of access to houses and shops and the framing or facilitation of panoramic views or 
view corridors. 
114  James J. Gibson, “The theory of Affordances” in Perceiving, Acting and Knowing Towards an Ecological 
Psychology, Robert Shaw and John Bransford, eds, (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1977), 67-82. Andrea 
Scarantino, “Affordances Explained” in Philosophy of Science Vol. 70, No. 5 Dec. 2003 949-961.
115  Gibson, “The theory of Affordances”, 79.
116  See for Example D. A. Norman, The Psychology of Everyday Things, (New York: Basic Books, 1988); D. 
A. Norman, The Design of Everyday Things, (New York: Doubleday), 1990; Rex Hartson, “Cognitive, physical, 
sensory and functional affordances in interactive design”, Behaviour & Information Technology, Vol.22, Issue 5, 
2003; Hsiao-chen You and Kuohsiang Chen, “Applications of Affordance and semiotics in product design”, Design 
Studies, Vol.28, Issue 1, January 2007, 23-38; Jonathan R. A. Maier and Georges m. Fadel, “Affordance based 
design: a relational theory for design”, Research in Engineering Design, March 2009, Vol. 20, Issue 1, 13-27.
117 Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place the Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press 
1977), 35. 
118  Gibson, “The theory of Affordances”, 67.
119  Tactile Ground Surface Indicators (TGSI’S) are elements that change the texture of the ground surface 
and can be felt underfoot so as to provide a recognisable warning of impending pedestrian hazard. They are 
particularly significant for people with vision impairment.
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Human beings have changed the shape and substance of our environment so as to change what 
it affords us, to make our lives easier or more enjoyable.120 We have altered the configuration 
of difficult or dangerous or unpleasant slopes “by building stairways so as to facilitate the 
behaviour of ascending and descending. The steps of a stairway are of such size as afford 
stepping up or down, given the size of the legs” of an ambulant, adult human being.121
The graspable fixed object of a handrail is primarily seen as providing support, a device to 
increase safety, yet this affordance of safety can be inverted by some users to become the climbing 
frame for a child, a slide, a balancing beam or a skateable edge. As Iain Borden points out,
As a critique of the signal, skateboarders do something. In the case of the handrail, the 
skateboarder’s reuse of the handrail—ollieing onto the rail and, balanced perilously on the 
skateboard deck, sliding down the fulcrum line of the metal bar—targets something to do 
with safety and turns it into an object of risk. The whole logic of the handrail is turned on 
its head.122
These alternate, less common uses are part of what makes stairways interesting social places, 
worthy of examination because they illustrate the wide variety of ways in which this type 
of public space is used. They challenge the idea that stairways only need to be designed to 
facilitate walking by the ambulant pedestrian and highlight the narrow and reductive way in 
which stairways have been viewed generally.
Henri lefebvre and The  
space of the Stairway
The philosopher Henri Lefebvre (1901–1991) wrote on the city and urban life, the production 
of space, cities and the everyday. His work is particularly relevant to a study of the urban, 
and central to debates on spatial theory, but most importantly for this work, Lefebvre thought 
specifically about stairs and how they facilitate certain experiences.
In The Production of Space Lefebvre attempted to define mental space, physical space and 
social space. He considers the meanings of space and our experience of space in everyday 
life, how space is produced, how it is transformed, how social environments are created and 
what they mean. But it is when he writes specifically on cities that Lefebvre considers the role 
of stairways within certain types of cities, the human body’s relationship with them and the 
rhythms they create.
120  Gibson, “The Theory of Affordances”, 70.
121  Gibson, “The Theory of Affordances”, 72.
122  Borden, Skateboarding, space and the City, 192.
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[M]any cities have been built on escarpments which dominate the sea. These cities have an 
upper and lower city and the connecting stairs play a very important role. In a general way 
there is…a remarkable architecture of stairs. A link between spaces, stairs also ensures 
[sic] the link between times: between the time of architecture (the house and the enclosure) 
and urban time (the street, the open space, the square and monuments), they link private 
dwellings and houses with their distribution in urban space.
…do not stairs rhythm the walk through the city, while at the same time serving as 
transition between different rhythms?…They are an obligatory, even initiational, passage 
for the traveller to the descent towards the city and the sea. More than that of a door or an 
avenue their blatant monumentality imposes on the body and consciousness the exigency 
of passage from one rhythm to another rhythm, as yet unknown, to be discovered.123
Lefebvre clearly sees stairs as having a far more extensive role in the city than simply providing 
pedestrian access. He sees them as links not only in space but also time, links between public 
and private space, as passage and transitional space and as imposing a rhythm on the city and 
on the body. This imposition on the body is effected by their massive size and permanent nature 
and the way they clatter down the hillside in so conspicuous a manner. 
Much like Lefebvre, Benjamin understood urban stairways to be far more significant than 
simply a route from here to there over steep topography; he also conducted a detailed study of 
a specific type of urban architectural typology, the arcade, and his approach in this has been 
beneficial to this dissertation.
The work of Lefebvre and Benjamin has been used to develop the thesis for this dissertation and 
inform an examination of the historical information because of their insights into the use value 
of space and its relation to the human body. 
The body in Public Space
Recent work concerning urban places has begun to focus on the alternate ways we use public 
space in our everyday lives. Iain Borden’s Skateboarding and the City, Quentin Stevens’ 
The Ludic City and Kim Dovey’s Framing Places and Becoming Places look at the alternate 
potentials and uses of public space from skateboarding to drug taking in an effort to examine 
the affordances of different spaces and the groups of individuals and portions of society that 
use them.124 These works address the real-life occurrences taking place in the physical spaces 
of today’s urban environments. 
Iain Borden has brought skateboarding to a serious discourse on the uses of public space. 
Grounding his arguments in the works of Lefebvre, Borden analyses skateboarding as a practice 
123  Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 237. 
124  Borden, Skateboarding, space and the City; Stevens, The Ludic City; Dovey, Framing Places: Mediating 
Power in Built Form, (London and New York: Routledge, second edition,2008); Dovey, Becoming Places, 2010.
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that conducts an “implicit critique of architecture and society.”125 His application of the theories 
of Lefebvre are useful for this thesis because they focus on public space as a place for productive 
use, play and discovery. In addition to providing a history of skateboarding and an investigation 
of the skateboarding subculture, Borden addresses the interaction of street style skateboarding 
with the built environment, noting that it is “ in the engagement with the city that the space of 
street skating is continually (re)produced”.126 It is this idea of an activity or practice producing 
its own space in the city, rather than that space being purpose designed and provided for it that 
raises the question of what the stairway might afford that enables different users and activities to 
produce their own spaces within the city. Borden illustrates specific examples of skateboarders’ 
interaction with stairs and all the examples have two common elements.127 Firstly, the space is 
public, the skateboarder can be seen, he/she is on display, performing. Secondly, the stairway 
and its component parts are being used in a way that it is highly unlikely the designer intended. 
The stair provides the skateboarder with different affordances to the rest of us. Borden’s stairway 
skating examples are drawn from Britain, Norway and North America and similar behaviours 
can be seen in Sydney.
Kim Dovey’s work focuses on the power relations of space and how power is mediated by built 
form. Through analysis of corporate towers, shopping malls, monuments and public toilets, 
Dovey, sometimes with co-authors, explores issues of authority, coercion, democracy, danger, 
safety and a multitude of ways public space plays a role in the social practices of power relations. 
Whilst some examples come from outside of the urban context the majority are from cities 
where Dovey notes that, “[a]ttempts by the state to control public space, to stabilize memories 
and histories through monuments and grand statements are generally partial or form only parts 
of cities”.128 This understanding of power relations within the urban environment is work that 
is useful to an examination of public stairways, most notably for its dealings with aberrant 
behaviour in public space129 and its multi-faceted understanding of monuments.130 
Quentin Stevens, also drawing significantly on Lefebvre, acknowledges the contribution to his 
work by both Dovey and Borden. Stevens’s work focuses on play behaviour in public space 
and his writing has been drawn upon throughout this thesis. Stevens’s work is firmly situated 
125  Borden, Skateboarding, space and the City, 6.
126  Borden, Skateboarding, space and the City, 185.
127  Borden, Skateboarding, space and the City, 181, 185, 193, 212.
128  Dovey, Becoming Places, 21.
129  Dovey with John Fitzgerald, ‘Safety becomes danger: Drug use in public Space’, Becoming Places, 139-
151.
130  Dovey with Eka Permanasari, ‘New orders; Monas and Merdeka square’, Becoming Places, 153-165; 
Dovey, ‘Paths to Democracy’, Framing Places, 97-113.
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in everyday urban life and like Borden’s skateboarders, Stevens’ playmakers are firmly in the 
public realm, performing or on display.
They also use the built environment as their stage, its paths, intersections, boundaries and 
thresholds. Like Borden, Stevens observes skateboarders play on public stairs131 but perhaps his 
most useful work, for the purposes of this thesis, is his exploration of the stairway as a threshold 
space. Stevens cites several examples of play on stairways and discusses the role stairways often 
play in wedding photographs. As a result his work has been drawn on significantly in Chapter 
Seven on the stairway as threshold space.
Figure 2.11 Cairo Foster, Backside Lipslide, Martin Place, Sydney. Photograph Jake Mein, 2011
131  Stevens, The Ludic City, 149, 150.
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A common thread that runs through the work of Borden, Dovey and Stevens is the connection 
between the environment and the human body, and their shared use of the work of Henri Lefebvre 
points to a valuable source that also considered the stairway and the body. Lefebvre observes that 
the stairway “imposes on the body and consciousness the exigency of passage from one rhythm 
to another rhythm, as yet unknown, to be discovered”.132 Lefebvre’s observation articulates an 
idea that can be found in the work of all writers who have addressed the stairway, that of the 
stairway’s affect on the body. 
Sydney historians
The work of urban historians specialising in the history of Sydney such as Shirley Fitzgerald, 
Grace Karskens, Christopher Keating, Max Kelly and Peter Spearritt have been invaluable 
throughout this work by providing the historical background to the development of the city and 
its suburbs. Shirley Fitzgerald, the historian of the City of Sydney, has written several books 
that have been drawn on for this work in relation to the history of the City of Sydney Council 
and its work and the history of several of the inner city suburbs. Her book Sydney 1842–1992, 
written for the city’s sesquicentenary, utilises the Council’s archives as well as a wide range 
of other sources to trace the formation of the city from the Council’s creation in 1842.133 It 
provides details of the problem of slums and the council’s role in addressing them and the 
council’s difficulties with the resumptions by the Sydney Harbour Trust. Millers Point: The 
Urban Village, which Fitzgerald co-authored with the historian Christopher Keating, provides 
additional information in relation to several of the infrastructure projects discussed in Chapter 
Four: Argyle Cut, Hickson Road and the Sydney Harbour Bridge.134
The work of the urban historian Max Kelly has proved valuable throughout this dissertation. 
His book, Faces of the Street: William Street Sydney 1916, collects and puts into context the 
photographs of William Street taken before the road was widened. In doing so, Kelly presents 
visual evidence of the topography that existed at the junction of William and Forbes Street 
that necessitated the construction of Chard Steps after William Street was widened. These 
photographs were taken from what have become known as the City of Sydney “Demolition 
Books”. These fifty albums of photographs, the first fifteen of which are titled “Condemnations 
and Demolitions”, contain photographs of not only structures to be demolished, but also 
properties to be compulsorily acquired, construction and alterations to municipal properties, 
power stations and sub-stations, alterations and additions to the Queen Victoria Building, parks, 
132  Lefebvre, Writing on Cities, 237.
133  Shirley Fitzgerald, Sydney 1842–1992 (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1992).
134  Shirley Fitzgerald and Christopher Keating, Millers Point: The Urban Village (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 
1991).
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streets, and illuminations and decorations of the streets and Town Hall to celebrate various 
events.135 When Kelly first began working with these books, he was working with the physical 
items which were at that stage in poor repair.136 Since then the books themselves have been 
repaired and the images are available online through Archive Pix, the digital photograph bank 
of the City of Sydney.137
The work of the heritage architect Paul Davis, who compiled the Millers Point Area Heritage 
Database, has provided historic detail for several of the stairways along Hickson Road. His 
work provides a statement of significance for each item supported by historical notes. The 
references listed at the end of many of the entries in the database, provide an avenue to pursue 
further research.
bernard rudofsky and Stairs
Whilst only a slim body of literature exists specifically on the category of public urban stairways, 
much of this is in the writings of these authors. Sigfried Giedion’s Space, Time and Architecture 
(1953), Spiro Kostof’s The City Shaped (1991) and correspondence between Donlyn Lyndon and 
Charles Moore in Chambers for a Memory Palace (1994) are examples of work referenced for 
this dissertation in an otherwise sparsely covered field of study.138
Works that focus primarily on the internal staircase such as Staircases (1888) by Thomas Purves 
Marwick, Steps and Stairways (1989) by Baldon and Melchior and Steps and Stairs by Jonathan 
Miller, deal with stairs in general and more often focus on the aesthetics of staircases.139 These 
sources do not look specifically at public urban stairways, hence are not given a detailed 
treatment in this dissertation. 
An exception to the general lack of existing research on public urban stairways is the work of the 
architect Bernard Rudofsky (1905–1988), whose work on public stairways will now be reviewed. 
135  http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/aboutsydney/historyandarchives/archives/InformationLeaflets/
DemolitionPhotographs1900-1949.asp (accessed 01/09/2012); Sue Doyle, “Doomed Streets of Sydney 1900-
1928: Images from the City Council’s Demolition Books”, in SCAN Journal of Media Arts Culture, Macquarie 
University, www.scan.au/scan/journal/display.php?journal_id=64 (accessed 04/03/2008).
136  Max Kelly, Faces of the Street: William Street Sydney 1916, (Sydney: DOAK Press, 1982), vi.
137  http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/AboutSydney/HistoryAndArchives/Archives/InformationLeaflets/
DemolitionPhotographs1900-1949.asp (accessed 31/03/2012).
138  Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture: the Growth of a New Tradition (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, Third Edition,1953). 62-65, 95; Spiro Kostof, The City Shaped (London: Thames & 
Hudson, 1991), 228-230; Donlyn Lyndon and Charles Moore, Chambers for a Memory Palace, (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1994).
139  Thomas Purves Marwick, Staircases (Edinburgh: J. & J. Gray, 1888).Cleo Baldon and Ib Melchior, Steps & 
Stairways (New York: Rizzoli, 1989); Jonathan Miller, Steps and Stairs (United Technologies Corporation, n.d.).
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Rudofsky wrote an essay on stairs for Horizon, in 1964,140 curated an exhibition Stairs for the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York, in 1965, and included a chapter “In Praise of Stairs” in his 
book Streets for People: A Primer for Americans (1969).141 In this book, Rudofsky discusses the 
roles stairways take within the city and the ways in which they have performed as streets. He 
reflects on the “stairscapes of the Old World” as ideal places to meet, where “stairs extend a 
constant invitation to sit down” and notes that staired streets and passages in Rome “do double 
duty for social and mercantile activities”.142 Rudofsky examines the way in which stairways 
are used, noting that architects have built “panoramic staircases”, that there are staircases of 
pilgrimage and those that create a “stage like setting”.143 Whilst Rudofsky does not undertake 
any in-depth analysis of the development or contemporary use of stairways, his passion for 
stairs and his understanding of them as places of more than just pedestrian access is clear. The 
exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York comprised a collection of photographic 
panels that presented “a world-wide survey of stairs from Biblical times to the present”144 that 
had been designed to travel with the circulating exhibitions programme.145 The panels included 
“ziggurats, church stairs, outdoor staircases, house stairs, both inside and out, stairs used as 
astronomical instruments and stairs which form paths and streets”146 and in photographs of 
the exhibition images of these types of staircases can be clearly seen.147 Rudofsky’s interest in 
stairways relates to his wider consideration of people’s interaction with design, most notably 
architecture but also clothing and the way we live.148 The significance of the stairway historically 
is summed up by Rudofsky:
In the past, stairs always ranked with the noblest elements of architecture. Ascending 
or descending called for a display of grace unmarred by any outward signs of physical 
exertion, while steps leading to altars and thrones imposed a veritable ritual of movement. 
Architects were obsessed with building monumental, not to say transcendental stairs, 
seeing in them a symbol of man’s desire to rise above the commonplace.149
140  Horizon: A Magazine of the Arts American Heritage Publishing Company, 1964.
141  Bernard Rudofsky, Streets for People: A Primer for Americans (New York: Doubleday and Co. Inc.1969). 
142  Rudofsky, Streets for People, 166.
143  Rudofsky, Streets for People, 170
144  Unattributed review, 1962. MOMA New York Archives [PL.II.A.63].
145  Invitation to Staff from the Department of Circulating Exhibitions, October 17 1961. MOMA New York 
Archives [PL.II.B.338]
146  Exhibition Programme MOMA New York Archives [PLII.B.338].
147  MOMA New York Archives
148  Bernard Rudofsky wrote a total of nine books on Architecture fashion and related topics, Are Clothes 
Modern, New York, 1947, Behind the Picture Window, New York, 1955, Architecture without Architects, New 
York, 1964, The Kimono Mind, New York, 1965, Streets for People, New York, 1969, The Unfashionable 
Human Body, New York, 1971, The Prodigious Builders, New York/London, 1977, Now I lay me down to eat, 
New York, 1980, Sparta/Sybaris, Vienna, 1987.
149  Rudofsky, Streets for People, 165.
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It is clear that Rudofsky admires the design of great stairways not only for their aesthetics 
but also the impact they have on the physical bodies and emotional and aspirational states of 
human beings. Much of Rudofsky’s work was based on his own observations which provide an 
interesting overview of behavioural practises on stairways as well as many lyrical descriptions. 
For a more scientific approach to the use and dangers of stairways we need to turn to the work 
of John Templer. 
The work of John Templer
In the early 1990s an American architect, John Templer, published two companion volumes 
dealing with the staircase.150 These two volumes are the most exhaustive investigation into stairs 
available and provide “[t]he first theoretical, historical and scientific analysis of one of the most 
basic and universal building elements”.151 Whilst focused primarily on the internal staircase, 
these volumes provide much useful observation and detail relating to the stairway in public 
urban space, and this dissertation draws upon Templer’s work throughout. Here I will introduce 
his work and summarise the contribution it makes to a study of public urban stairways.
Templer’s first volume, The Staircase: History and Theories, looks at the history of the staircase 
and how it has influenced architecture internationally, through spatial sequencing of Renaissance 
garden stairs such as Donato Bramante’s design for Cortile del Belvedere at the Vatican, Baroque 
stairs such as Bernini’s Scala Regia in the Vatican or the historical development of the helical 
stair form from early examples of Trajan’s Column (AD 1131) and Diocletian’s Palace (AD 300) 
through to I. M. Pei’s helical stair for the Louvre Museum, Paris, completed in 1989. 
His second volume, The Staircase: Studies of Hazards, Falls and Safer Design, presents the 
staircase as a dangerous object looking at behaviour on staircases, the types of accidents that 
occur, the requirements for safer staircases and the issue of liability for accidents. This volume 
presents statistical data on places where stair falls and accidents occur, including such factors 
as age and gait, provides information on sizing stairs for crowds and examines dangers of stair 
erosion and the wear patterns that result on particular types of stairs.
Whilst Templer’s focus in both volumes is on staircases within buildings, he does mention 
external stairs although he selects those primarily connected to buildings. There are, however, a 
couple of notable exceptions to this. In the first volume, chapter 3.7 addresses both The Spanish 
Steps and the now demolished Ripetta Steps by Alessandro Specchi on the banks of the Tiber.152 
150  John Templer, The Staircase History and Theory (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1992); John Templer, 
The Staircase Studies of Hazards, Falls and Safer Design (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1992).
151  MIT Press http://mitpress.mit.edu/catalog/author (accessed 28.05.2010).
152  Templer, The Staircase History and Theories, 148-150.
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Templer also examines the stairway in the context of Garden Design in chapter 3.4 where he 
discusses Bramante’s stairway for the Cortile del Belvedere of the Vatican, a stairway which 
was also viewed by Sigfried Gideon as being fundamental to the development of the stairway 
as a modeller of urban space.153 
Templer’s The Staircase: History and Theories, notes in the introduction that certain types of 
stairway streets “form an essential part of the organic street pattern of hill towns like Santorini 
in the Cyclades and Moulay-Idriss in Morocco, responding to the vagaries of the topography”.154 
Yet little more is said to expand on this area of stairway research. In his second volume, The 
Staircase Studies of Hazards, Falls and Safer Design, Templer reports studies by others that 
compare falls on indoor and outdoor stairs and the location in which those falls occur, for 
example, home, office, shop, construction site, etc. There is no location for the external public 
stairway included in these findings. Templer is, however, aware of the external public stairway 
as a site of potential hazard as he uses an example of a street stair in Morocco to illustrate 
wear patterns.155 The reason for the lack of attention to stairway streets in relation to falls and 
accidents may be that Templer considers “[a] fall on a conventional stair outside is caused by 
the same circumstances as inside”.156 However, this seems a strangely superficial generalisation 
for what is otherwise a work of detailed analysis. It also contradicts comments earlier in the 
work where Templar notes that “In cold climates, as one might suspect, more of the falls occur 
outside.”157 Templer summarises the issues of external stair design as follows:
where a stair appears as part of a carefully constructed exterior pedestrian walkway 
system, then the usual standards are expected by the user and should apply. If the steps and 
stairs are obviously part of an informal rough mountain trail or are, like Michelangelo’s 
cordonata leading up to the Campadoglio, parts of an urban-scaled layout, then the users’ 
expectations are attuned to these different circumstances and they can react appropriately.158 
There is a problem here between conceiving of the stairway as part of an “exterior pedestrian 
walkway system” and as part of “an urban-scaled layout”, for surely the second is also the 
first and vice versa. Michelangelo’s Cordonata was designed and remains part of an exterior 
pedestrian walkway system as well as an urban scaled layout, as discussed in Chapter Two. 
Templer’s work, whilst not specifically focused on external stairways, contributes greatly to 
this dissertation by presenting an overview of the stairs’ historical development and the hazards 
153  Templer, The Staircase History and Theories, 103; Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, 62-64.
154  Templer, The Staircase History and Theories, 3.
155  Templer, The Staircase Studies of Hazards, Falls and Safer Design, 100.
156  Templer, The Staircase Studies of Hazards, Falls and Safer Design, 150.
157  Templer, The Staircase Studies of Hazards, Falls and Safer Design, 7.
158  Templer, The Staircase Studies of Hazards, Falls and Safer Design, 150.
58
MeTHodologieS, SourCeS, ConCePTS A nd THeor ieS
it can present for users. Both Rudofsky and Templer have provided valuable information for a 
study of stairways at an international level but to obtain information about Sydney’s stairways 
a range of different sources need to be utilised and I will now review these here. 
The Stairway and the body
All stairways afford the body the means to move from one topographical level to another. 
The different ways in which a stairway is designed, the proportions of its treads and risers, 
its width and its length, all affect the way the physical body moves through the space of the 
stairway. It can quicken or slow our pace and set up expectations of what we might encounter 
next. The introductory quotation to this chapter, which is worth restating here, expresses the 
observations of Donlyn Lyndon and Charles Moore and their understanding of the relationship 
of the stairway to the human body:
Stairs…can move people through space in ways that touch the very fibre of our sense of 
self. We know through our bodies when movement is effortless and dignified, when it is 
choppy and confused, or when it acquires unusual character signalling the approach to a 
place of special importance.159
Templer also recognises the behavioural impact a stairway can have on the body, noting that, 
“[a]scending or descending a flight of stairs once called for a display of grace unmarred by any 
sign of physical exertion, while steps leading to altars or thrones imposed a veritable ritual of 
movement” and an attitude of humbleness, submission and supplication.160
It is through a combination of art and science that human beings began to understand the human 
biomechanics of walking up and down stairs. The way in which the human body moves when 
climbing stairs was visually recorded with accuracy for the first time when the photographer 
Eadweard Muybridge captured the stages of human movement on film in America in the 
1880s.161 His early work for Leland Stanford, primarily of animals in motion, in 1872 and 
1877, was followed by work begun in 1883 for the University of Pennsylvania which focused 
particularly on human motion. The significant contribution to our understanding of human 
biomechanics, the mechanics of the way we move, was his documentation of men, women 
and children, through various movements including climbing stairs, which were carried out 
159  Lyndon and Moore, Chambers for a Memory Place, 72.
160  Rudofsky, Exhibition Panel Text, MOMA New York Archives [PL II. B.338]
161  Leslie, Mitchell “The Man Who Stopped Time” Stanford Magazine May/June 2001. Accessed at www.
stanfordalumni.org on 30/05/2007.
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with some degree of accuracy, although Muybridge admitted to modifying the photographs to 
achieve a more artistic effect.162
Muybridge was not the only photographer to use the medium of photography to explore the 
details of human movement. Etienne-Jules Marey was also exploring human and animal bio-
mechanics and his work influenced the French artist Marcel Duchamp. The overlapping planes 
of Nude Descending a Staircase No 2 ( Figure 2.10) were partly derived from Marey’s sequential 
images and endeavoured to show the miniscule, fragmentary stages of a human figure in motion 
on a stairway.163 The painting caused uproar when it was first exhibited in New York in 1913, not 
only because its aesthetic appearance was so radical but because the entire concept of a naked 
body moving was socially unacceptable. “Nudes, in art, were not expected to move, let alone 
walk downstairs. They were meant to stand or lie still, to imitate the chaste condition of statues.” 
Duchamp’s painting “suggested decorum fractured almost to the verge of pornography”.164 Yet 
a person descending a staircase is an interesting subject for visual representation because the 
progression down the staircase enables the artist to imply both space and movement in a two-
dimensional static work.
There is a further scandalous element about this work, the direction the nude is moving on the 
staircase. Steps have frequently been used in artworks to illustrate a connection between god 
and mortals where the stairway is depicted as a way of moving up towards heaven. Goodness, 
holiness and immortality are depicted at the higher levels of the stairway, with sinfulness and 
mortality at the bottom. The transition between the two is often mediated by the Virgin Mary 
who is frequently located between these two extremes.165 Duchamp’s painting challenges this 
tradition and by depicting the nude, already scandalous for the fact of movement, becomes even 
more so for the direction of that movement, descent into depravity and evil.
The design of stairways for human movement in any direction is governed by the capacities of 
the human body. We will now turn to an examination of the interactions between human beings 
and the stairway and how these have been developed through ergonomics to optimise human 
well-being in relation to the stairway. 
162  Robert Taft, ‘An Introduction Eadweard Muybridge and His Work’, The Human Figure in Motion (New 
York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1955), vii-xii.
163  Robert Hughes, American Visions: The Epic History of Art in America, (New York: Knopf, 2006), 357.
164  Hughes, American Visions, 357.
165  See for example, Paolo Uccello, Presentation of the Virgin, 1435-1440; Hand Holbein the Elder, 
Presentation of the Virgin Mary, 1493; Cima de Conegliano, Maria Ascending the Temple Steps, 1500, Jacopo 
Pontormo, The Annunciation, 1527-1528; Paolo Veronese, Holy Family; Titian, Presentation of the Virgin at the 
Temple, 1539; Nicholas Poussin, Holy Family on the Steps, 1648.
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Figure 2.12 Marcel Duchamp, Nude descending the Staircase No 2, 1912. Philadelphia Museum of Art
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ergonomics of the Stairway
Much research has been carried out in an attempt to determine the optimum relationship 
between treads and risers, handrails and landings.166 Many guidelines, standards and codes have 
been developed worldwide in an attempt to ensure stairways are designed to a ratio that is as 
hazard free as possible and that provides easy access to as wide a section of the population as 
possible. In Australia, these design parameters are set by law in The National Construction Code 
2013  which contains The Building Code of Australia (BCA),167 Section D Access and Egress, 
and detailed further in Australian Standard (AS) 1428.1-4, Design for Access and Mobility.168 
They are a key component in the Access to Premises Standard (Buildings) called up under 
the Australian Disability Discrimination Act (DDA). In addition, there are various guideline 
documents such as How to Prepare a Pedestrian Access and Mobility Plan from the NSW 
Roads and Traffic Authority and the various handbooks produced by the Institute of Access 
Training Australia (IATA) that provide guidance on the design of stairs.
The Building Code of Australia sets out a formula which dictates the proportions for a public 
stairway, that the total of twice the riser height plus the length of the going must fall within the 
range of 550 to 700mm. (2R+G=550 to 700). In addition, the code sets a minimum riser height 
of 115mm and a maximum riser height of 190mm and a minimum going depth of 240mm with 
a maximum of  355mm. Despite the fact that all but one of the stairways listed in table 2.1 below 
were built prior to the introduction of the BCA, they generally fall within these perameters 
but there are some exceptions. Sutton Stairs and Tarpeian Stairshave tread depths in excess of 
355mm, and 380mm each. In addition, Moores Stairs also has a riser height of 205mm. 
The form of a stairway modifies the movements of the human body. It would seem sensible that 
where the treads are deep and the risers shallow the pedestrian can walk in a leisurely fashion, 
but studies by William Warren show this may not be the case; rather when disproportionate to 
the gait of the user the shallow riser and deep tread combination may in fact be more taxing than 
a tighter proportion.169 The intent of the shallow riser and deep tread combination is frequently 
166  Templer, The Staircase: Studies of Hazards; William H. Warren Jnr, “Constructing an Econiche: Global 
Perspectives on the ecology of Human-Machine Systems” Flach. J. et al eds, (Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates, 1995), 210-237; William H. Warren Jnr, “Perceiving Affordances: Visual Guidance of Stair 
Climbing”, Journal of Experimental Psychology: Human Perception and Performance, 1984, vol. 10, No.5, 
683-703
167  Australian Building Codes Board, The National Construction Code, 2011.
168  Standards Australia, Design for Access and Mobility Part 1:General Requirements for Access—New 
Building Work, Sydney, 2009, Part 2: Enhanced and Additional requirements—Buildings and Facilities, 
Sydney, 1992, Part 3: Requirements for Children and Adolescents with Physical Disabilities, Sydney 1992, Part 
4: Tactile Ground Surface Indicators for the orientation of people with Visual Impairment, Sydney, 1992.
169  Warren Jnr., “Constructing an Econiche”, 210-237.
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an aesthetic one, used to create dramatic effect at the entry to buildings170 but it is also used 
where a more leisurely or ceremonial effect is desired (see Table 2.1).
Table 2.1 Tread and Going ratios 
Stair Date Riser Going Ratio
Agar (Lower) 1892 160 300 1:1.875
Agar (Upper) 1885 175 280 1:1.6
Agar (Observatory) 1892 160 300 1:1.875
Beare’s Stairs 1883 175 295 1:1.685
Berwick Lane 1902 165 280 1:1.696
Bridge Stairs 1931 150 330 1:2.2
Butler Stairs 1869 165 330 1:2
Chard Stairs 1924 155 280 1:1.806
Chapman Stairs 1902-1908 150 290 1:1.933
First Fleet Park 1952 155 300 1:1.935
Fleet Steps 1908 140 300 1:2.142
High Stairs 1911-1912 115 275 1:2.391
Hohnen’s Stairs 1890 155 280 1:1.806
Horden Stairs 1882 175 300 1:1.71
Kings Lane 1879 175 260 1:1.485
McElhone Stairs 1904 155 300 1:1.935
McLachlan Way 1939 155 300 1:1.935
Man O’War Steps c.1817 175 300 1:1.71
Moore Stairs 1868 205 350 1:1.7
Palace Garden Stairs 1879 135 300 1:2.2
Sutton Stairs 1863 155 380 1:2.451
Tarpeian Stairs 140 380 1:2.7
Victoria Park Stairs 2002 175 350 1:2
Windmill Steps 1911-1914 165 300 1:1.818
Utilizing Gibson’s theory of Affordances, William H. Warren Jr. conducted three experiments 
into how humans perceive stairs as ‘climbable’ and ‘unclimbable’, reporting his findings in 
1984.171 Warren begins by outlining the difference in the metabolic demand of stair climbing as 
opposed to walking on a level surface.
The activity of stair climbing is a special case of human bipedal locomotion that is 
metabolically demanding, requiring up to 15 times the energy expended in walking the 
same distance on the level. Unlike simple grade walking, the stride length and lift work 
done on each step are prescribed by the stairway’s dimensions, so that an optimal gait 
170  Warren Jnr., “Constructing an Econiche”, 210.
171 William H. Warren, Jr., “Perceiving Affordances: Visual Guidance of Stair Climbing”
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cannot be freely adopted. Thus, to a great extent the metabolic efficiency of climbing is 
determined by the fit between the dimensions of the stairway and the climber.
 Warren then goes on to argue that despite the outcome of previous studies by various 
researchers including Templer, that found optimal tread /riser ratios fall within the parameters 
now prescribed by the Building Code of Australia, the optimal riser height may be much higher, 
at between 195 to 241mm.172 From his three experiments Warren draws the following three 
key factors; firstly, that observers judge a stairway riser height to be unclimbable at a constant 
proportion of their leg length.173 Secondly, that the riser height that requires the least expenditure 
of energy is a quarter of a person’s leg length174 and thirdly, that “observers visually prefer a 
riser height that is one quarter of their leg length.175 Warrens conclusion regarding optimal 
stairway dimensions for the general population is that the riser height should be 178mm with a 
stair diagonal measurement of 356, this gives a tread of 309mm.176 These figures are within the 
upper range of BCA requirements. This suggests that lower risers and a more gradual slope of 
stairs are not in fact the easiest to climb. 
The stairway engages the user’s motion and senses to a greater degree than any other architectural 
element. Balustrades confine movement within a set boundary and the direction of the user is 
generally limited to only either an up or down direction, allowing little sideways movement. 
The relative dimensions of treads and risers govern the cadence of gait, helping to determine 
whether the ascent is steep and purposeful or more gradual and relaxed, even gracefully 
processional or ceremonial. Stairways with shallow treads and high risers move us through the 
space of the stair quickly, whilst stairways with generous treads and shallow risers encourage a 
more leisurely, gradual pace, allowing time to view and be viewed. As a result, stairways with 
a gentler gradient have often been created where it is desired to slow the pace of the pedestrian 
traffic. This occurs on stairways with a ceremonial purpose but also on stairways designed for 
leisure such as those entering or within parks and gardens and for stairways intended to have a 
monumental character.177 
The author Jonathan Miller sees the stairway as a device or engine
In a world dominated by the second law of thermodynamics, in which gravity can only be 
overcome with the expenditure of energy, the staircase is a device for easing the pains of 
172 Warren, “Perceiving Affordances: Visual Guidance of Stair Climbing”, 692, 695
173 Warren, “Perceiving Affordances: Visual Guidance of Stair Climbing”, 690
174 Warren, “Perceiving Affordances: Visual Guidance of Stair Climbing”, 695
175 Warren, “Perceiving Affordances: Visual Guidance of Stair Climbing”, 698
176 Warren, “Perceiving Affordances: Visual Guidance of Stair Climbing”, 696
177  Templer, The Staircase History and Theory, 23.
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human existence. In order to lift ones weight above sea level it is necessary to consume fuel 
and expend energy…..The staircase then, to all intents and purposes is a lever.178
The stairway is a lever that redistributes the energy necessary to overcome a vertical distance, 
by dividing it into small manageable portions. The energy used is directly proportional to the 
convenience of the stair. The steeper the stair the more quickly we complete the climb but the 
more quickly we use our energy, conversely, the shallower the climb the slower we use our 
energy but the longer the climb takes. Either way we use the same amount of energy.179 
This chapter has reviewed the variety of methodologies used to undertake the research for this 
dissertation and the sources of information that these methodologies have harnessed. Concepts 
concerning the physical form of stairways, heritage and cultural significance, the tourist gaze 
and affordances of stairways have been reviewed as concepts that underpin this work. Theories 
on the body in public space, particularly the public space of the stairway have been examined as 
has the work of selected historians on Sydney to inform an understanding of the human body in 
relation to the stairway in the city, specifically Sydney. The work of Bernard Rudofsky and John 
Templer, two architects with particular interests in stairs was reviewed to identify potential gaps 
in the body of knowledge concerning the architecture of stairways. The chapter concluded with 
a review of ergonomic issues concerning the stairway.
The next chapter will draw on the concepts and theories discussed here to examine a variety of 
international and national Australian urban stairway contexts.
178  Miller, Steps and Stairs, 10.
179  Miller, Steps and Stairs, 10.
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Chapter Three
The Stairway in cities: 
international and national 
contexts
Figure 3.1 Scalinata della Trinità dei Monti, Giovanni Paolo Panini, ca. 1756–58. The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York
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Stairs…can move people through space 
in ways that touch the very fibre of 
our sense of self. we know through 
our bodies when movement is effortless 
and dignified, when it is choppy and 
confused, or when it acquires unusual 
character signalling the approach 
to a place of special importance.180
180  Lyndon and Moore, Chambers for a Memory Palace, 72.
Social climbing: THe ArCHiTeCTurAl, CulTurAl And HeriTAge SignifiCAnCe of Sydney’S PubliC STAirwAyS | 67
The stairway in urban design 
it is only on rare occasions that urban stairways are seen as exceptional places in terms of aesthetics, function and social interaction, rather than as banal and everyday pieces of urban furniture. Yet all urban stairways have a value beyond their physical space and the 
pedestrian route of travel that they provide. Once we begin to understand stairways as places 
where things happen, where memories and histories are made, and not only as transitory spaces 
to pass through, we can begin to appreciate their value as part of the heritage of the city.
This chapter briefly reviews the development of the public urban stairway before the sixteenth 
century and then moves to an examination of five international examples constructed 
between the 1500s and the present. An overview of the stairway in the Australian national 
context follows. The sections draw out a series of themes which will be explored throughout 
the rest of the chapters: the stairway as infrastructure, street, the facilitator of views, as a 
threshold condition, and as monument and memorial. Four of the examples examined here 
are individual stairways broadly acknowledged as exceptional urban places. In Rome, La 
Cordonata leading to the Campadoglio and Scalinata di Spagna, The Spanish Steps, are two 
of the many stairways that not only provide a network of pedestrian circulation across the 
seven hills on which Rome is situated but add immeasurably to the social and touristic life of 
the city. Potemkin Stairs on the Odessa waterfront in the Ukraine provides dramatic views . 
It also provides landslide stabilisation and captures the memories of a multilayered history, 
both real and fictionalised in film. In New York’s Central Park, Bethesda Terrace provides an 
example of a stairway complex designed for social interaction and as a threshold connection 
between road and parklands that has been used in film as a metaphor for an optimistic future. 
The fifth example looks at an urban collection of stairways, those of the Nob Hill and Russian 
Hill districts in San Francisco. These stairways are significant primarily as a collective, their 
interrelations establishing pedestrian connections throughout the circulation network of the 
area. Although the stairs of San Francisco are not usually exceptional in terms of aesthetics, 
they provide community and leisure spaces embodying narratives of local people and events. 
By examining these high profile and relatively well documented international examples, an 
understanding of the various roles that stairways perform within the urban design of cities can 
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be established. A review of public stairways in the Australian context then sees how these roles 
develop as themes in a national frame of reference through an examination of two stairways 
named Jacob’s Ladder, one in Brisbane and one in Perth, Kelly’s Steps in Hobart and an overview 
of stairs in Melbourne and Darwin. The stairways discussed in this chapter are not just valued 
as integral infrastructure components of their respective cities, they are valued as live and active 
streets, as social spaces, as places that facilitate views, that create thresholds and fulfil the role 
of monuments within the city. An understanding of these values can be used to elucidate an 
examination of Sydney’s more marginal urban stairways, which are far less well known and 
documented but can be identified through representations, tourist practises, city identity, urban 
history and heritage, conservation practices and through iconic views and outlooks. 
A detailed study of the stairway’s history in the development of urban space has yet to be 
written. The stairway’s historical development and its ability to model the space of a city, as 
both individual dramatic elements and as part of the city’s overall morphology, can be seen 
through some of the worlds best known stairways which this chapter will examine.
The French sociologist Henri Lefebvre pointed out that social space is “always and simultaneously, 
both a field of action …and a basis of action”181 and this can be seen clearly in an examination of 
urban stairways, where the stairway is both the setting where action takes place and the reason 
for the form of that action. The literature drawn upon for this chapter ranges from tourist guides 
to scholarly works on geography, urbanism, heritage and cultural practices. The interdisciplinary 
nature of this work results from the complexity of stairways as spaces that are not only physical, 
but also socially produced.
Given the rarity of literature that examines the stairway as public space, it is useful to look at 
works that study other urban typologies. One of the most significant authors in this field is Walter 
Benjamin (1892–1940) with his exploration of the Paris Arcades. Benjamin’s Passagenwerk 
(The Arcades Project) was incomplete on his death and was not published as a complete work 
in English until 1999.182 Its fragmentary nature, however, lent it to the publication of selected 
sections of the work prior to this, most notably in Susan Buck-Morss The Dialectics of Seeing.183 
In The Arcades Project Benjamin focuses on the arcades of Paris as they were in the nineteenth 
century, at that time a new urban typology which brought into being a new type of street life. 
By the time of Benjamin’s writing in the 1930s the arcade typology was out of date, and thus 
Benjamin’s examination was a historical one, one that explored from a multitude of viewpoints, 
the arcade not just as an architectural space but as a social place where topics such as Marxism, 
181  Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 191. Emphasis in original.
182  Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1999).
183  Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project (Cambridge, MA: 
The MIT Press, 1989).
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fashion, boredom, construction, prostitution, gambling, lighting, social movement, idleness, 
and entertainment could be explored.
Whilst stairways are by no means a new urban typology, they are an under-examined one and, 
in a similar way to arcades, they facilitate a variety of types of street life which are not possible 
on streets designed to accommodate vehicles. Like arcades, stairways are not static but change 
with the society and the individuals and groups that use them. As Susan Buck-Morss points out, 
whilst the arcades, the forerunners of today’s shopping mall, may seem a mundane topic for 
philosophical thought, “it was precisely Benjamin’s point to bridge the gap between everyday 
experience and traditional academic concerns”.184 The example set by Benjamin has been taken 
up by many academics and research into the everyday is now a significant part of academic 
endeavour.
Whilst Benjamin’s Arcades Project is instructive in how to handle a fragmentary urban topic, 
his writings elsewhere have looked at public stairways specifically. His writing on ‘Naples’, 
where “steps lead down to the sea”, expresses the nature of the stairway in allowing movement 
and contributing to the porosity of the city, where action is not constrained within the buildings 
of the city but where “[b]uilding and action interpenetrate in the courtyards, arcades and 
stairways”.185 Benjamin notes the role of the stair as a place for the organisation of performance 
with “[w]hat is enacted on the staircases [being] an advanced school of stage management”.186 
He observes that, as well as places of activity, stairways can also be places of rest, where, for 
example, the Napolese at midday “lie sleeping behind a shop counter or on a stairway”.187
Stairways are spaces that people use, are attached to, that hold memories for them, and that 
have significance and meaning. But this rich layering of history that has been played out in the 
quotidian spaces of the city is frequently overlooked. The architect and urban historian Dolores 
Hayden has noted that whilst “ordinary urban landscapes” have the power to “nurture citizens’ 
public memory, to encompass shared time in the form of shared territory”, this potential power 
remains largely untapped.188 This is certainly true for the public stairway in Sydney and no 
doubt many other cities. It is through the overlaying of meaning, memory and significance, that 
a space becomes also a place. The architectural critic Kim Dovey points out that the concept of 
space is not static and notes that “[a] large part of what distinguishes place from space is that 
184  Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing, 3.
185  Walter Benjamin, ‘Naples’, Selected Writings Volume 1, eds. Marcus Bullock and Michael Jennings 
(Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1996). 414-421.
186  Benjamin, ‘Naples’, 417.
187  Benjamin, ‘Naples’, 420.
188  Dolores Hayden, The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1995),9.
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place has an intensity that connects sociality to spaciality in everyday life”.189 Stairways are 
traditionally seen spatially but rarely are they viewed as social places. 
Since the 1930s philosophers and social theorists such as Benjamin and Lefebvre, as discussed 
earlier in the chapter, have examined the meaning and significance of various spatial typologies 
within the city from the point of view of social space. Notable writings are Walter Benjamin’s 
Arcades Project and several essays by Henri Lefebvre that have been compiled under the title 
Writings on Cities.190 These works underline the nature of urban space as socially complex and 
multilayered, providing the setting for action whilst also influencing the nature of that action. 
We will come back to the work of Benjamin and Lefebvre throughout this dissertation.
An increasing awareness and articulation of the social nature of the urban environment began 
to be seen in more multilayered approaches to writing about the design of cities beginning in 
the 1950s and early 1960s. In contrast to conventional surveys on the history of urbanism such 
as Lewis Mumford’s The City in History,191 writing about the city began to focus on the effects 
on users as well as the intents of designers. At the same time, writing about the formation of 
cities began to look at the physical form of the city as more than just a collection of various 
iconic buildings. The historian and architecture critic Sigfried Giedion’s book Space, Time and 
Architecture: the growth of a new tradition is perhaps the first that recognises the stairway 
as a mechanism for ordering external space. Giedion discusses Bramante’s development 
of the stairway as a monumental device in organising external space and the ways in which 
Michelangelo modelled external space on the Capitoline Hill in Rome.192 Giedion examines in 
detail the spaces between the architecture, in a way that previous architectural histories such 
as Sir Banister Fletcher’s had not. Giedion’s inclusion of urban planning in his revised and 
enlarged third edition foreshadowed an increased interest in urban design by academics and 
design professionals.
Although comprehensive and cohesive town planning began in the Renaissance and flourished 
in Rome under Sixtus V, the term ‘urban design’ is a recent one. The invention of the term 
illustrates the increased interest in considering the ways in which cities are devised that began to 
occur in the middle of the twentieth century. ‘Urban Design’ came into use as the title of a series 
of conferences held at Harvard University in 1956.193 The Harvard Urban Design Conference 
189  Dovey, Becoming Places, 3.
190  Lefebvre, Writing on Cities, 1996.
191  Lewis Mumford, The city in history its origins, its transformations and its prospects (London: Penguin 
Books, 1987).
192  Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture: the growth of a new tradition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1959) 59, 64.
193  Alex Krieger, “Where and How Does Urban design Happen?”, Urban Design, eds. Alex Krieger and 
William Saunders (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009), 113.
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was organised by José Luis Sert (1902–1983), a Spanish Catalan architect who emigrated to 
America in 1941, and attendees at the conference included Edmund Bacon, Jane Jacobs and 
Lewis Mumford who were to write seminal works on the subject of the city in the coming 
years.194 These and other writers began to advocate a more experiential approach to the design 
of exterior spaces and the city, a reaction at least in part to the modernist urbanism of architects 
and planners such as Le Corbusier. This reconsideration of the city’s external spaces through 
the lens of the experience of the user brought the focus to the city’s more intimate public spaces 
of which stairways are a clear example.
In 1957 the Italian architect Bruno Zevi argued in Architecture as Space that architectural space 
is not confined to the interiors of buildings, but that 
the experience of space, which we have indicated as characteristic of architecture, has its 
extension in the city, in the streets, squares, alleys and parks, in the playgrounds and in the 
gardens, wherever man has defined or limited a void and so has created an enclosed space.195 
Although he did not include stairways in his list of external spaces, Zevi brought to the fore the 
idea that what had previously been seen as incidental spaces also deserved the attention that 
was generally reserved for architecture. The void created by the human act of enclosure was 
equally deserving of architectural consideration. The stairway is such a space. It is perhaps 
fitting that there is a public stairway in Rome named in Zevi’s honour, Scalea Bruno Zevi, on 
the Viale Della Belle Arti opposite the gallery of Modern Art, and this stairway is the site of 
urban experiences such as outdoor parties, motorbike stunts and political rallies.196
Experience of the urban environment was also the focus of Steen Eiler Rasmussen’s Experiencing 
Architecture (1959). Rasmussen noted in his preface that the book is concerned with “how we 
perceive things that surround us” and his approach to architecture is one in which personal 
experience is given priority over theoretical analysis.197 He looks at issues of visual perception 
such as solids and cavities, daylight and colour but also non-visual methods of perception, 
rhythm, texture and hearing. 
194  Jonathan Barnett, “The way we were, the way we are; the theory and practise of designing cities since 
1956” Harvard Design Magazine No. 24, Spring/Summer 2006
195  Bruno Zevi, Architecture as Space (New York: Horizon Press, 1974) (f.p. 1957), 29.
196 www.romaexclusiveparty.com/, www.pollanetsquad.it/film.asp?PollNum=17, www.fondazionebrunozevi.
it/.../scalinata.htm accessed 12/01/2010
197  Steen Eiler Rasmussen, Experiencing Architecture (Cambridge, Mass: The M.I.T. Press, 1962), preface, 
f.p. 1957.
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Figure 3.2 Scala Bruno Zevi, Rome, 2010
The larger part of his work focuses on the public spaces of the city with, for example, descriptions 
of his personal experience of “Boys playing a ball game on the top step of the stairway behind 
the church of S. Maria Maggiore in Rome”198 and a lyrical comparison of the design of the 
Spanish Steps in Rome with the rhythms of a ceremonial dance, the Polonaise.199
Kevin Lynch’s The Image of the City,200 published in 1960, focused on the concept of legibility 
and mental mapping and articulated five elements that he believed combined to make up the 
image of the city: paths, edges, districts, nodes and landmarks. But he noted that “[t]hese 
elements are simply the raw material of the environmental image at the city scale. They must 
be patterned together to provide a satisfying form.”201 Lynch’s approach, like those of Jane 
Jacobs and Christopher Alexander, was a reaction to what he saw as the destructive effects of 
modernism and was an attempt to generate a discourse that focused on positive experiential 
qualities and legibility of urban spaces, especially the street.202
198  Rasmussen, Experiencing Architecture, 16.
199  Rasmussen, Experiencing Architecture, 136.
200  Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City, (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1960).
201  Lynch, The Image of the City, 83.
202  Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books 
Ltd, 1972). (f.p.1961); Alexander et al, A Pattern Language, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977).
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Whilst theories of urban design and the heritage of the city have not been confined to the 
Western world, this work will focus on thinking within Western societies which are more 
closely aligned with the cultural preconditions of the stairways of Sydney due to the British 
colonial beginnings of the white settlement. Sydney’s public urban stairways generally do not 
embody mythical and religious symbolisms. Although these do exist in Western societies, 
they pertain primarily to stairs’ connection, both physical and metaphorical, with churches, 
cathedrals, religious memorials, synagogues and temples rather than as part of the urban 
pedestrian network. Stairways have a significance to cities that extends beyond the practical 
issues of pedestrian circulation yet is not bound up in religious symbolism. 
The urban stairway prior to the 
Sixteenth Century
There are numerous examples of towns and cities across the world which utilized stairways for 
display, ceremony and access prior to the sixteenth century. The examples discussed below have 
been selected from amongst a multitude of possibilities because they illustrate an aspect of the 
stairway as used in urban space that either is uncommon or has in some form persisted to the 
present day.
The development of the public stairway in the ancient and classical worlds saw it used in two 
distinct ways; as a monumental device and as a quotidian street. From at least the fifteenth 
century B.C.E, with the construction of the complex of Queen Hatshepsut at Deir el Bahri in 
Egypt, the stairway was employed to manipulate the height of the ground plane and raise a 
building of authority above the level of daily life.203 The use of this technique can also be seen in 
the Stairway of the Tripylon at the complex of Persepolis (518 – 486 BCE), the court of Darius 
and Xerxes in Persia,204 but the idea of these monumental stairways as “public” in the sense we 
understand the word today is inaccurate. They were intended to be seen in the context of the 
monumental royal complex by the population at large but they were not travelled by the general 
population on a daily basis. The stairway of the Tripylon was a place of ceremonial procession 
for dignitaries and the wider population was engaged with the stairway through viewing the 
ceremonies rather than through walking the stairways themselves. The users of the stairway in 
ceremonial procession are  illustrated on the side walls of the stairway in a sculpted and painted 
relief showing guards and dignitaries from throughout the imperial domain, bearing tributes to 
the King.205 There are no ordinary citizens illustrated on the stairways frieze.
203  Spiro Kostoff, The City Shaped: Urban Patterns and Meaning Through History, (London: Thames and 
Hudson Ltd, 1991), 228 – 229.
204  Kostof, A History of Architecture, 133; Marwick, Staircases, 6; Templar, The Staircase, History and 
Theories, 47, Baldon and Melchior, Steps and Stairways, 29.
205  Kostof, A History of Architecture, 133.
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This stairway was not built as an isolated monument in its own right, but like those of Queen 
Hatshepsut, was part of an authoritative complex, whose grandeur of design and massive scale 
was intended to glorify the rulers of the day and advertise their power and strength.
The court, near Shiraz in modern day Iran, was built on a platform above the surrounding plain 
and the main gateway was reached by the “splendid, double-reversing stairway in two flights”.206 
The stairway measures 6.7 metres wide with risers shallow enough to accommodate the gait of 
horses.207 
The stairway of the Tripylon embodies the characteristics of a stairway designed for ceremonial 
purposes; wide steps, deep treads and shallow risers. Templar observes that stairways have 
gentler proportions when they have a ceremonial or monumental function, where a visually 
interesting scene warrants a slow pace or where the stairway itself is required to be impressive.208 
The characteristics of a public stairway as a place of ceremonial procession and displays of 
power is a theme illustrated by several stairways discussed in this dissertation including La 
Cordonata in Rome later in this chapter and Sydney’s Fleet Steps discussed in Chapter Eight.
Figure 3.3 The Stairway of the Tripylon at Persepolis. Photograph Christine Adler, reproduced from 
Baldon and Melchior, Steps & Stairways.
The wider population of many early centres used the stairway extensively in the form of a street. 
It is plausible that stairway streets generally originated as a result of many people walking 
206  Kostof, A History of Architecture, 133.
207  Fletcher, A History of Architecture, 79.
208  Templar, The Staircase history and Theories, 23.
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the same steep trail until footholds developed in the ground surface. They may have had an 
irregular form, following the contours of the land and the easiest route up the hill. Gradually 
they were made more stable by the addition of stone slabs or timber and as the town developed 
they sometimes, although not always, became straightened to more regular building lines.209 
Stairway streets provided the access to dwellings and shops and as such were both a commercial 
and a social space. In some instances these stairway streets also provided the route for other 
infrastructure such as water and drainage, one such place was the Hellenistic town of Priene, 
today in the Ayden province of Turkey.
Figure 3.4 Stairway at Priene with drainage channel. Monica Spitzer. www.monicaspitzer.wordpress.
com accessed 28/08/2013.
Priene, sited on the steep slopes of Mount Mycale, was a pre-planned town that used stairways to 
assist in the establishment of a hippodamian system of planning that formed straight streets and 
uniform blocks of housing.210 The main streets were orientated east – west with secondary streets 
running north – south down the slope and it is these secondary streets that are, when necessary, 
constructed in the form of stairs.211 The city block was thirty seven by forty nine meters and 
209  Templer, The Staircase History and Theories, 3.
210  Templer, The Staircase History and Theories, 3.
211  Rüstem Duyuran, Guide to Priene, (Istanbul: Milli Egitim Basimevi,) 1948
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divided into either four or eight houses.212 Like other Hellenistic centres it had publicly funded 
city walls and municipal services such as roads and sewers213 and as early as the fourth century 
BCE the streets in Priene were paved with local marble.214 The stairways facilitated the route for 
the drainage, and drainage channels can still be seen on several stairways in the uninhabited 
ruins of Priene. This use of the stairway as a route for other elements of urban infrastructure 
such as water and sewerage can be seen in Sydney stairways such as McElhone Stairs.
Priene is a well preserved example of an uncompromising grid enforced over undulating 
topography, an approach to urban layout that would also be employed centuries later in the 
design of San Francisco discussed later in this chapter. 
In other parts of Europe the public stairway as it was used in the classical world can be found in 
Greek cities such as Athens where the winding path to the Propylaeum of the Acropolis, created 
by the Athenians in the fifth and sixth centuries BCE was later replaced by the formal stairway 
of the Romans.215
The most notorious of the early imperial Roman stairways were the Gemonian Stairs and 
the historian William Barry in his essay “Exposure, Mutilation, and Riot: Violence at the 
Scalae Gemoniae in Early Imperial Rome”, details many of the happenings on the stairs in 
early Imperial Rome. Also known as the Stairs of Mourning, these were a place of exposure, 
destruction and degradation. The stairs were probably built in the reign of Augustus (31 BCE to 
14 CE) and may have replaced a previous set of stairs, the Gradus Monetae that rose from the 
forum to the top of Capitoline Hill, at that time the chief religious center of the Romans.216 The 
bodies of condemned and executed prisoners were cast down the stairway and the bodies left 
there for some time so that “people could mourn (though perhaps only secretly), observe, and 
even attack and mutilate the corpse. The corpse was then dragged off with a hook (uncus) and 
thrown into the Tiber.”217 The bodies were frequently those of members of the upper social ranks 
who had been found guilty of treason or other crimes against the state and this treatment of their 
bodies after death extended their punishment..218 Romans believed that unless a body was buried 
the person would be denied immediate access to the underworld and would endure a restless 
existence trapped between the worlds of the living and the dead. Moreover, the deceased carried 
212  Kostof, City Shaped, 147
213  Kostof, A History of Architecture, 174
214  Kostof, City Assembled, 209
215  Templer, The Staircase Histories and Theories, 47-49.
216  William D. Barry, “Exposure, Mutilation, and Riot: Violence at the Scalae Gemoniae in Early Imperial 
Rome”, Greece & Rome, Vol.55, No.2, 224, 226, 230.
217  William D. Barry, “Exposure, Mutilation, and Riot”, 223-224.
218  William D. Barry, “Exposure, Mutilation, and Riot”, 231.
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with them the marks and mood of their death so that the damage to the body by its treatment 
and exposure on the stairs ensured the shame was eternal.219 
The stairway was a straight flight stair and its form and location within the city were critical 
to its gruesome function. Only a straight flight stair could allow the successful casting of the 
bodies, other stair forms would have caught the body on the way down. As Barry has observed, 
the stairway was located amongst religious, political and judicial symbols of power, reinforcing 
the state’s dominance over the victims of the stairs but also the population at large.220 Barry 
notes that the stairway illustrates varying shifts in power between the state and the people, 
but ultimately this stairway was “a brutal and intimidating symbol of the power of the state, in 
particular the emperor, over the people.”221 
The middle ages in Europe saw a move away from the straight monumental flight in urban 
space and towards the helical plan within the building form where the resulting tower became 
a symbol of a given noble family’s power.222 This can be seen in the towers of English and 
French medieval castles and to great effect in the towers of the Italian town of San Gimignano 
a walled town from the twelfth to fourteenth century. The stairway in public space became 
largely a utilitarian stairway street and can be seen in many European cities, towns and villages 
today. Italy has many; in the North, Sienna, Perugia, San Gimignano, Bellagio on Lake Como, 
Sorano, Vitorchiano, Postignano, Triora, and Castelvecchio Calviso where “cantilevered stone 
steps” are “shaped to permit the passage of loaded donkeys”223 are only a few examples of 
the many. In the south and on the islands of Sicily and Sardinia there are further examples 
at Ostuni, Locorotondo, Tursi, Sperlonga and Sannicandro where a street of steps includes 
triangular stone blocks down the centre of the stairway to form a narrow ramp, possibly for a 
single wheeled barrow.224
Towns were established on high ground to give them a series of advantages. These advantages 
began with the view, not because of its scenic qualities of beauty that we value so highly today 
but because of its informative value. A view from high above the surrounding valleys and plains 
gave the occupants the advanced knowledge of approaching weather conditions, the arrival 
of produce or supplies for the market, the incoming of a messenger and most importantly the 
approach of an enemy attack. 
219  William D. Barry, “Exposure, Mutilation, and Riot”, 228.
220  William D. Barry, “Exposure, Mutilation, and Riot”, 232.
221  William D. Barry, “Exposure, Mutilation, and Riot”, 245.
222  Templer, The Staircase Histories and Theories, 60.
223  Carver, Italian Hilltowns, 92.
224  Carver, Italian Hilltowns, 120, 137.
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Clockwise from top-left: Figure 3.5 Stairway street Bellagio, 2010; Figure 3.6 Stairway street Cinque 
Terre, 2010: Figure 3.7 Stairway street, San Gimignano, 2010; Figure 3.8 Stairway street Siena, 2010.
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The location on high ground also made the town harder to invade and easier to defend and had 
several health benefits; it located the town in the sun and air, in some instances above the habitat 
of malarial mosquitoes and allowed the rains to wash garbage and excrement from the streets 
downhill and out of the town.225
Stairway streets can be found in places as diverse as the Greek Islands of Rhodes and Santorini, 
in Gerona in Spain, Lisbon in Portugal, Prague in the Czech Republic, Dubrovnik in Croatia, 
Annecy in France, Clovelly in Cornwall, England and Istanbul where in the district of Galata 
several of the main thoroughfares are stairways as they have been since the city was known 
as Constantinople before the Ottoman conquest in 1453. Typically all these stairway streets 
take the full width of the space that is bounded on each side by the facades of buildings. There 
are rarely handrails and the tread and riser dimensions are widely diverse dependant on the 
topography and the need for equine travel. These streets often provide a place for commerce 
which occurs in a variety of ways; through goods being sold from premises that line the sides of 
the stairway, from market sellers on the stairways themselves, and from peddlers who travel the 
stairways. Where the tread is deep enough to accommodate the gait of a horse or donkey they 
also provide space to display wares.
Outside of Europe many cultures used the stairway as both a monumental device and as a 
street to establish cities in hilly or even mountainous terrain. In central and south America, at 
places such as Tikal in Guatemala (292 C.E.) and Chichén Itzá, northern Yucatan, Mexico (sixth 
century C.E), Mayan ruins present examples of stairways used in these ways. 
The Inca City of Machu Picchu in the Andes of Peru, believed to have been established around 
1500, used stone stairways to link its thirteen square kilometres of terraces and buildings.226 The 
Inca town was dramatically sited on the saddle between two mountains and overlooks a winding 
river 900 metres below. The town is constructed of the local granite, not just its buildings but 
also masonry retaining walls of irregularly shaped but smooth boulders fitted together like a 
jigsaw puzzle.227The walls terrace the steep slopes with the levels linked by stone stairways.
The civilization that became known in western history as The Inca had no wheeled vehicles and 
so level road surfaces were not necessary. The Inca had selectively bred lama as sure footed pack 
animals so that where a way was required up a steep slope, stone stairways were constructed.228 
In the account of his discovery of Machu Picchu, Hiram Bingham recalls that they climbed “Up 
225  Carver, Italian Hilltowns, 31.
226  Cleo Baldon and Ib Melchoir, Steps & Stairways, (New York: Rizzoli, 1989), 32.
227  Architecture as Environment, 120
228  Hiram Bingham, Lost City of the Incas, (London: The Travel Book Club, 1952), 20.
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a steep hill over what seemed to be a flight of stone steps” and “came to a great stairway of large 
granite blocks”.229These were only two of the many stairways later discovered here. 
Figure 3.9 Stairway from the Sacred Plaza. 
Reproduced from Hiram Bingham, Lost City of the 
Incas
Figure 3.10 Stairway inside the City Gate. 
Reproduced from Hiram Bingham, Lost City of 
the Incas
There was limited space within the walls of Machu Picchu where the houses were built closely 
together and where “an extensive system of narrow streets and rock-hewn stairways made inter-
communication within the walls of the city comparatively easy.”230 There are in fact more than a 
hundred flights of stairs ranging from three risers to one hundred and fifty risers and in several 
cases up to ten steps have been carved from a single boulder.231 
The main thoroughfare of the city extends from the place where the road enters the walls and 
continues down to the cliffs on the north east slope. This street is the longest stairway in the 
229  Bingham, Lost City of the Incas, 142.
230  Bingham, Lost City of the Incas, 155.
231  Bingham, Lost City of the Incas, 155.
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city and comprises one hundred and fifty granite steps. As well as connecting the parts of the 
city, stairways were also used to link the agricultural terraces where some were “scarcely wide 
enough to permit the passage of a boy.”232 They were not however set on a regular grid as in 
Priene but followed the contours of the terrain.
Bingham notes that at Machu Picchu the stairway was not used “as an ornament or ceremonial 
motif” as it was at Tiahuanaco in Bolivia, Concacha in Peru or the carved rock of Kkenko near 
Cuzco in Peru and was used almost exclusively for ordinary pedestrian travel.233
The one exception is a megalithic flight that leads from the Sacred Plaza to the top of Intihuatana 
Hill, where “Dazzling processions of Incan worshippers once mounted the stairway… to observe 
the winter solstice.”234
This section has briefly reviewed ways in which various cultures utilized stairways as elements 
of urban design and use prior to the sixteenth century, both as monumental urban architectural 
devices and as utilitarian streets. The work now continues with a more detailed examination of 
examples that illustrate the development and use of the stairway as an urban element from the 
sixteenth century to the present day.
The following international examples are in existence at the time of writing and are generally 
considered to be exemplary of public urban stairways through their role as heritage items and 
tourist attractions and through their portrayal in literature, art and film. They introduce arguments 
drawn upon in the chapters that follow, dealing with the stairway as urban infrastructure, street, 
facilitator of views, as threshold and as monument. 
The reinvention of the  
Monumental urban Stairway in europe
Sigfried Giedion in Space, Time and Architecture, has identified Donato Bramante of Urbino 
(1444–1514) as “the first architect to introduce monumental stairways as a formative element 
through which space could, as it were, be embodied in the design of buildings”.235 This should 
perhaps be qualified given the examples discussed above, nevertheless, in 1506 Bramante was 
commissioned by Pope Julius II to combine a small summer residential palace, known as the 
Belvedere, with the Vatican Palace some 300 metres away. He did this through a combination 
of open stairways and terraces that worked with different levels of the landscape to create a 
232  Bingham, Lost City of the Incas, 155.
233  Bingham, Lost City of the Incas, 156
234  Architecture as Environment, 111
235  Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, 62; Templer, The Staircase History and Theories, 103.
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“comprehensive architectural vista”,236 using the stairway to not only provide access to the view 
but also to frame it, a concept that will be explored in relation to Sydney’s stairways in Chapter 
Six. This idea of the architectural vista created by terracing the landscape and connecting those 
terraces by elaborate stairways was explored to its fullest in landscape and garden design.
The stairway in garden design flourished in Italy, reaching the height of extravagance in the 
Mannerist and Baroque villas. Around 1550 Pirro Ligorio began the design for the Villa 
D’Este at Tivoli where the garden was laid out in symmetry with the villa located on the hill, 
with elaborate stairways linking the terraces of the gardens.237 The villa garden stairways 
developed into elaborate and technically advanced designs such as the water stairway at the 
Villa Lante begun in 1566 for the bishop of Viterbo.238 In France, André Le Nôtre (1613–1700) 
was engaged by Louis XIV to work on the gardens of the Hunting Lodge at Versailles. Here 
he developed stairways that controlled and choreographed the visitor’s movements from one 
viewing terrace to another by wide centrally placed stairways, thus popularising the idea of 
Figure 3.11 Cortile del Belvedere, according to the plan of Bramante. Giovanni Antonio Dosio, 1558–
1561, Vatican Library. Web Gallery of Art
236  Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, 63.
237  Torsten Olaf Enge and Carl Friedrich Schröer, Garden Architecture in Europe (Köln: Benedikt Taschen, 
1990), 91.
238 Germain Bazin, Paradeisos: The Art of the Garden (Boston: Little, Brown and Company,1990), 98. 
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the stairway on the axial vista.239 This can be seen in Sydney in the Victoria Park stairway 
discussed in Chapter Six. This formal axial arrangement was adopted in many gardens of 
Europe and Britain and continued to be part of garden design into the nineteenth century 
despite falling into disfavour with the rise of picturesque ideals and romantic sensibilities in 
Britain in the late eighteenth century.
The ideas of terraces and stairways developed by Bramante at the Belvedere were not only 
developed in garden design but eventually found their way out into the streets of the city. 
The most dramatic urban stairways were designed to have an impact that transcended their 
prosaic function of facilitating human movement. The intent was often theatrical, to develop the 
requisite conditions for procession, for drama, for the grand entry or exit. These are stairways 
as stage set, designed to heighten the theatricality of the occasion, to model the space for the 
most dramatic advantage. 
Bramante’s use of stairways and terraces in the project for the Belvedere were translated into an 
urban setting by Michelangelo in his work on the Capitol in Rome.240 This project is the first of 
the international examples I will review here. 
la Cordonata, Piazza di Campadoglio, rome
Half a century after Bramante’s work on the Belvedere, another grand public stairway was 
employed by Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564) to embody the ideas of procession and vista 
as part of an infrastructure project to re-form the summit of the Capitoline Hill, one of the seven 
hills of Rome. This role of the stairway as infrastructure is explored further in the context of 
Sydney in the next chapter.
The Capitoline Hill has a history of asylum, worship and ceremonial procession.241 The victory 
procession of Julius Cesar was concluded with rituals at the Capitol including sacrifices at 
the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus242 and in 1507, to celebrate the papal army’s annexation of 
Bologna, the imperial procession of Pope Julius rode into Rome flanked by cheering crowds as 
it travelled under triumphal arches up to the Capitol.243 By 1536 the city was scarred from war 
and Pope Paul III, realising there was no suitable grand piazza for the reception of Charles V, 
on his proposed visit, selected the Capitoline Hill with its wealth of historical associations, as 
an appropriate location. In 1538 the pope ordered that the bronze equestrian statue of Marcus 
239  Baldon and Melchior, Steps and Stairways, 112.
240  Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, 69.
241  Robert Hughes, Rome, (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2011), 18, 23-24.
242  Hughes, Rome, 55.
243  Hughes, Rome, 226-227.
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Aurelius be relocated from outside the Lateran to the Capitol.244 Michelangelo was made an 
honorary citizen of Rome in 1537 and began redesigning the Capitol.
He designed an oval base for the statue, which he surrounded with an oval pavement…
He put in two symmetrical staircases on the face of the palace, and designed a fine wide 
stepped ramp, the Cordonata, linking the Piazza to what is now the level of Piazza Venezia 
below. So the visual axis of the cordonata runs through Marcus Aurelius and up to the 
junction of the twin stairs on the Palazzo del Senatore.”245
Figure 3.12 Plan of the Campadoglio, Rome. JPA&D 2013.
244  Hughes, Rome, 249-250.
245  Hughes, Rome, 250
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The design was completed by providing new facades to the Palazzo dei Conservatori and the 
Pallazzo Nuovo Piazza di Campadoglio faces towards the medieval city and away from the 
ancient ruins of the Forum. It is situated above the city and so a degree of expectation builds as 
the visitor travels up the long entrance stairway with its shallow risers and deep sloping treads, 
a design that was created to accommodate procession, specifically procession on horseback, 
creating a theatrical connection to the cliff top site. La Cordonata was begun during the papacy 
of Pius IV, in 1561246 and then reconstructed in 1577–78 by Giacomo della Porta who oversaw 
the works on the Campadoglio after Michelangelo’s death in 1564.247 Whilst the refined and 
sophisticated Piazza has been discussed by many authors,248 few have considered the importance 
of La Cordonata, beyond its role as the main entry to the piazza space. Only a few authors have 
considered “the way in which [Michelangelo] manipulates levels to give both coherence and 
vibrancy to the space”.249 The design of the stairway controls the user’s pace and view into the 
square.
Those mounting the wide, shallow steps to the platform above are constrained to a slow and 
measured ascent. The bronze equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius…comes into sight in 
the centre of the square…its lonely sky-girt position commanding the axis of the stairway 
from the very centre of the square.250
As noted on the previous page the statue of Marcus Aurelius was repositioned by Michelangelo 
to a base on the centreline of the Senator’s Palace in 1539.251 This is also the centreline of La 
Cordonata and as Herbert Siebenhüner points out, this implies that Michelangelo had already 
conceived a plan for the whole site, including the stairway, at this early date.252 This type of stair, 
historically known as marches rampantes, is constructed with treads forming a series of broad 
inclined planes spaced by shallow risers.253 The purpose of this arrangement is to enable horses 
to ascend and descend. As Hughes notes, in the eighteenth century
246  Luisa Vertova, ‘A late Renaissance view of Rome’, The Burlington Magazine, Vol.137 No.1108, July 1995 p446.
247  Herbert Siebenhüner, Das Kapitol in Rom. Idee und Gestalt (Munich: Kösel-Verlag KG 1954), 94.
248  James Ackerman, The Architecture of Michelangelo, A. Zwemmer Ltd. 1961, Penguin Edition 1970, 139-
173; Fletcher, A History of Architecture, 834; Giedion, Space Time and Architecture, 64; Hughes, Rome; Spiro 
Kostof, A History of Architecture Settings and Rituals, 491; Spiro Kostof, The City Shaped, 229; Moughtin, 
Urban Design Street and Square, 109; Lyndon and Moore, Chambers for a Memory Palace; Leland Roth, 
Understanding Architecture Its elements, history and meaning, 344; Christian Norberg-Schulz, Meaning in 
Western Architecture, London, Studio Vista, 1974, 139-141; Siebenhüner, Das Kapitol in Rom; Templer, The 
Staircase History and Theory, 49, 116.
249  Lyndon and Moore, Chambers for a Memory Palace, 61.
250  Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, 65-68.
251  For more on the statue of Marcus Aurelius see Hughes, Rome, 10-12.
252  Siebenhüner, Das Kapitol in Rom ; James S. Ackerman, ‘Review, Das Kapitol in Rom, Idee und Gestalt by 
Herbert Siebenhüner’, The Art Bulletin, Vol. 38, No. 1 (Mar 1956), 53-57
253  Parker, A Glossary of Terms, 262.
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[w]hen a newly elected pope took office, he would enact the ritual of the Possesso, the 
‘taking possession’ of Rome, with a long cavalcade from the Basilica of St. John Lateran to 
the Capitoline Hill—re-enacting, in effect, the route of ancient Roman military triumphs. 
In the basilica, he would affirm his spiritual leadership of the church; on the Campadoglio, 
where the leading magistrate gave him the keys of Rome, his political power over the city.254
La Cordonata’s use for procession is evidenced by the painting of the procession of Pius VI,255 
but La Cordonata is not, as Kostof claims, a “compromise between a stairway and a ramp”256 
Figure 3.13 Rome: Pius IV in procession on the Via Papale. Biblioteca Vittorio Emanuele. 
Reproduced from Spiro Kostof The City Assembled, page 195.
but rather a careful and deliberate design for a rare stairway type that, due to a change in our 
modes of transportation, is no longer seen as the elegant solution to a common circulation issue 
that it once was. It was a stairway designed to accommodate the gait of horses and it afforded 
the horse a means of safe, gradual and elegant ascent, in turn making those that they carried 
appear also elegant in ascent.
La Cordonata is guarded and framed at its lower entry by a pair of fountains in the form of 
Egyptian lionesses. At the head of the stairway a pair of giant heroic statues, Castor and Pollux, 
254  Hughes, Rome, 332
255  Kostof, The City Assembled: The Elements of Urban Form Through History, (London: Thames & Hudson, 
1992), 195.
256  Spiro Kostof, The City Shaped, 229. 
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each holding the reins of a horse, are mounted on massive newel pedestals.257 These sculptural 
elements heighten the effect of the stairway as designed for ceremony and formal procession, for 
drama, for theatre and for displays of wealth and power. La Cordonata illustrates the potential 
of the stairway to model space. The stairway controls the views that the user sees both into and 
out of the Piazza. It controls the traveller’s pace and impresses on the visitor a monumentality 
in terms of physical size and materiality that represents values that are sanctioned by the state. 
This idea will be explored further in relation to Sydney’s stairways in Chapters Five and Seven.
Today the visitor enters the lower end of the stairway from the intensely busy Via del Teatro di 
Marcello with its seemingly endless vehicular traffic, to the much gentler pace of the stairway 
that leads to the piazza. The walk up the incline is not as easy as one might expect, the treads 
designed to create a smooth procession for the gait of horses create an uneasy gait for the ascent 
of the human body.
It is rare to see anyone sitting on the steps of La Cordonata, the proportions, a riser of 100mm 
with a curved travertine nosing and a sloping tread of more than three metres in most cases, 
are not comfortable for sitting and the three risers of 150mm that ring the ellipse of the Piazza 
Campadoglio provide a much more conducive space to sit. 
La Cordonata is not designed for being stationary, it is designed for movement. Today this is 
primarily tourists going up and down to visit the museums and look at the view. In the chaos of 
the tourist crowd in early September it is difficult to imagine the elegant processional movement 
for which it was designed but the controlled view in both ascent towards the square and descent 
towards the city is still apparent. This axial vista, focused to and from a single building 
through the device of the ceremonial stairway, is one of Michelangelo’s great contributions 
to urban planning. It was later taken up by the French and as Giedion observes, “was studied 
with assiduity, and proudly termed la culte de l’axe”, becoming “the vertebrate principle of 
eighteenth-century town planning”.258
La Cordonata is valued as part of the infrastructure of the pedestrian network of Rome, but it 
also facilitates and controls views and is a monument both to its designer Michelangelo and to 
the city which enabled its creation. It is valued as an intrinsic piece of the city’s heritage both 
in terms of its built form and in the role that this space plays within the cultural life of both the 
present and historic city.
257  Baldon and Melchoir, Steps & Stairway, 96.
258  Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, 70.
88
THe STAirwAy in CiTieS : nATionAl A nd inTer nATionAl ConTexTS
 
Figure 3.14 View up the central axis of La Cordonata, flanked at the top by Castor and Pollux, 
September 2010.
Figure 3.15 View down the central axis of La Cordonata towards the city, September 2010.
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Scalinata di Spagna,  
the Spanish Steps, rome
Scalinata di Spagna, or the Spanish Steps, in Rome is possibly the world’s most dramatic urban 
meeting place and most recognised stairway. There are several texts dealing specifically with 
the history and design of the stairway, the piazza and the church.259 
Scalinata di Spagna is “an incomparable example of the stair as urban landscape theatre”;260 it 
focuses the viewer’s gaze on the church of Saint Trinitá dei Monti and is an elaboration of the 
axial connection between the church, the piazza below and the Via Condotti.261 The Catholic 
Church was, at the time of the stairway’s inception, not only the dominant religious power but 
also the dominant political power in Rome. In contrast to the controlled monumental stairway 
space designed for formal procession, illustrated by La Cordonata, the Scalinata di Spagna, 
constructed from Roman Travertine,262 is a fluid, curvaceous space of movement that fosters 
social, cultural, recreational and occasionally commercial activities.263 
Although built in the early eighteenth century, Scalinata di Spagna has many of the attributes of 
Baroque urban stairway design. The stairway “grew out of an unrealised project of Gian Lorenzo 
Bernini’s (1598–1680) who in the 1660s was thinking of a monumental ramp connecting the 
Piazza di Spagna below to the church above”.264 A drawing from the studio of Gian Lorenzo 
Bernini shows a design for the stairway dated 1660,265 prior to its construction by Sixtus V to 
connect the church with the centre of the city.266 For political reasons this design did not proceed 
and the hill remained bare until 1721 when the French were granted permission by Pope Innocent 
XIII to build a stairway up the hill, then accessible only by steep paths. Alessandro Specchi, 
who had begun the project, was replaced in 1723 by Francesco de Sanctis, a young architect of 
the French Minims, a Roman Catholic religious order of friars who owned the hillside down 
259  Unfortunately most of these are only available in Italian. Pio Pecgiai, La Scalinata di Piazza di Spagna e 
Villa Medici, Fratelli Palombi, 1941; Pietro Romaro and Peppino Partini, Piazza di Spagna nella Storia e nell 
‘arte, Fratelli palombi, 1952; Cesare D’Onofrio, Scalinate di Roma, A. Staderini, 1974; Luisa Cardilli Alloisi 
and Anna Maria Cerioni, La Scalinate di Trinita dei Monti, Vallardi, 1996.
260  Templer, The Staircase History and Theory, 148.
261  Lyndon and Moore, Chambers for a Memory Palace, 74.
262  Bernard Rudofsky, Exhibition Text Second proof. MOMA New York Archives [CR-11792]
263  Templer, The Staircase History and Theory, 150.
264  Hughes, Rome, 359.
265 Toman, Baroque Architecture, Sculpture and Painting, 48.
266  Giedeon, Space, Time and Architecture, 95.
90
THe STAirwAy in CiTieS : nATionAl A nd inTer nATionAl ConTexTS
from the church.267 The stairway was completed in 1728.268 The plaza and stairway gain their 
names from the Spanish Embassy located on the plaza.269 Whilst today Scala di Spagna is 
considered the ultimate example of a stairway as social space, it was also in the seventeenth 
century a way to enable police surveillance of an underdeveloped hillside that “had become a 
notorious hangout for illicit operations”.270
Figure 3.16 The crowd at Scalinata di Spagna. Photograph Ross Thornton, September 2010
Like La Cordonata, Scalinata di Spagna controls the views to the monument and building at 
the top and to the city down below. It is, however, more complex both in terms of geometry 
and in terms of human behaviour. The design encourages, almost demands, that people sit on 
it. Scalinata di Spagna exemplifies the stairway as not only a piece of infrastructure linking 
different topographical levels but also as a social space that provides opportunities for viewing, 
creates an extended threshold to enable transition between the commercial space of the street 
and the religious space of the church and is a monument within the city. 
267  Hughes, Rome, 359.
268  Baldon and Melchoir, Steps & Stairways, 186.
269  Baldon and Melchoir, Steps & Stairways, 186.
270  Lyndon and Moore, Chambers for a Memory Palace, 74.
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Today the stairway provides the crowds that gather to sit on it a view out to the Barcaccia fountain 
and along Via dei Condotti, one of Rome’s most fashionable shopping streets. At the same time 
it provides for the crowds in the street and the square the entertainment of the people on the 
steps, of the buildings to either side of its dramatic sculptural form and Chiesa Della Trinitá dei 
Monti which looms over the stairway from above. It is much more than just a stairway. “It is a 
civic forum, a salone, a promenade, and only incidentally a passage from Piazza di Spagna to 
the church of S. S. Trinitá di Monte.”271
 
Figure 3.17 The view from Scalinata di Spagna along Via dei Condotti. Photograph Ross Thornton, 
September 2010
The steps and the associated piazza are “the favourite flirting ground of Roman teenagers”272 
and they “provide the setting for one of the most lively places of informal assembly in Rome, 
where throngs gather in stepped array to watch each other or simply be there”.273 As Lyndon and 
Moore have observed:
271  Bernard Rudofsky, Exhibition Text Second proof. MOMA New York Archives [CR-11792]
272  Duncan Garwood and Abigail Hole, Rome City Guide, (Footscray, Victoria: Lonley Planet Publications, 
5th Edition 2008),99.
273  Lyndon and Moore, Chambers for a Memory Palace, 74
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What brings people to this place is not just sun and slope but an extraordinary delicate fusion 
of rhythms of human movement, the nuances of landscaped forms, and the chastening 
disciplines of classical orders.274
This stairway has a value for tourists, both in terms of being an icon to visit and in terms of 
locating and framing their memories of Rome. It appears on postcards, souvenir wine corks,275 
thimbles, jigsaw puzzles, ashtrays and a wide range of artworks.276 It has attracted the attention 
of many artists who have recorded both its activity and its form. The Australian painter Brett 
Whiteley painted the stairway in 1960 and gave the work to his mother as a memento of their 
time together in Rome,277 highlighting the significance of the stairway as not just an aesthetic 
urban space worthy of recording but also as emblematic of the city and as such an appropriate 
subject for a tourist memento.
 
Figure 3.18 Brett Whiteley, The Spanish Steps, Rome, 1960, oil on canvas on board. Private 
Collection, photograph Christie’s catalogue CC1. Reproduced in Kathie Sutherland, Brett Whiteley: A 
Sensual Line 1957–67, 43.
274  Lyndon and Moore, Chambers for a Memory Palace, 74
275  http://www.romegiftshop.com/stpeandspst.html (accessed 12/10/2012).
276  http://www.ebay.com/sch/i.html?_nkw=spanish+steps+rome (accessed 12/10/2012).
277  Sutherland, Brett Whiteley, 42.
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Scalinata di Spagna is a significant tourist attraction in Rome for its age value, aesthetic value 
and as part of the social and economic life of the city. The gaze of the tourist is brought to and 
influenced by the ‘fame’ of the site. The economic benefits that this brings can assist in the 
protection and maintenance of the heritage item but can also have a huge impact on the wear 
and tear that the stairway undergoes.  
Potemkin Stairs, odessa, ukr aine
The Potemkin stairs in Odessa are significant not only for their immense physical size and 
grandeur of design, or their naming for one historical figure and then renaming for another 
event. These days Potemkin stairs are best known for their pivotal role in Sergei Eisenstein’s 
film Battleship Potemkin released in 1925. In his book, The Battleship Potemkin: the Film 
Companion, Richard Taylor opines:
The pivotal Odessa Steps sequence of The Battleship Potemkin may well lay claim to being 
the most famous single sequence of images in the history of world cinema, and especially 
of silent montage cinema.278
The sequence occurs in part four “The Odessa Stair” with a mixed crowd of people standing on 
the stairway looking at and waving to the battleship: some well dressed women, a disabled boy, 
a women who looks like she might be a school mistress, a mother with her young son whom she 
shows how to wave, and other parents holding their children up to wave at the battleship (Figure 
3.19). The stairway’s role here is to provide the tiered form that enables the crowd to see the 
battleship over the heads of each other and at the same time enable the filmmaker to show the 
variety of the crowd without them obscuring each other.
A title on the screen reads “suddenly” and the mood of the scene changes from one of enjoyment 
to one of confusion and panic. People rush down the steps. A view from above shows the statue 
of Duc de Richelieu with the backs of people running away. Cossacks appear at the top of the 
stairway carrying rifles with bayonets, their presence looming over the steps (Figure 3.20).
The scene is now one of chaos, people running, tripping, the Cossacks shooting, people falling 
down and being trampled by others fleeing (Figure 3.21). A boy is shot, his mother is in shock 
and despair, she appeals to the Cossacks but they open fire and she falls on the steps dead 
(Figure 3.22).
The chaos and panic continues with people trying to flee down the steps. One of these is a 
mother with a baby in a pram, the mother is shot and as she staggers the pram teeters on the 
278  Richard Taylor, The Battleship Potemkin: The Film Companion, (London and New York: I. B. Tauris 
Publishers, 2007), 35.
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edge of a landing. She falls back knocking the pram into a suspenseful journey, down the steps, 
travelling over the feet of fallen bodies. Taylor observes that “the descent of the pram down the 
Odessa Steps is probably the most famous image in The Battleship Potemkin.”279 (Figure 3.23)
Figure 3.19 The crowd waving on the steps. Film still, The Battleship Potemkin, directed by Sergei 
Eisenstein, 1925.
Figure 3.20 The statue of Duc de Richelieu, the Cossacks and the fleeing crowd. Film still, The 
Battleship Potemkin
279  Taylor, The Battleship Potemkin, 48.
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Figure 3.21 The crowd fleeing down the steps. Film still, The Battleship Potemkin
Figure 3.22 A mother with her injured son. Film still, The Battleship Potemkin
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Figure 3.23 The moving pram. Film still, The Battleship Potemkin 
The role of the stairway in this sequence of the film is crucial to the film as a whole, enabling 
the heightened sense of danger, panic and chaos. The separate flights of steps interspersed with 
landings enable different scenes to occur seemingly simultaneously. The staggering of the action 
through three-dimensional space is facilitated by the stairway because it allows Cossacks and 
fleeing citizens to be seen simultaneously without one group obstructing the view of the other. 
Most dramatically, the stairway allows for the highly suspenseful runaway pram scene that 
could never present the same jarringly tense emotion if filmed on a smoothly sloping surface. 
The steps of the stairway increase the tension of the moving pram to an almost unbearable 
degree, not possible to capture in a still shot.
Originally known as Richelieu Stairs after the statue at the top of Duc du Richelieu, 
Eisenstein’s film heightened the profile of the stairway to such an extent that it was renamed 
Potemkin stairs after the title of the film, the battleship in the film being named after Grigori 
Alexandrovich Potemkin, a field marshal in the Tsar’s army who was also rumoured to be the 
lover of Catherine II.280 The naming of the stairway contributes to its role as a place of official 
280  Joachim Baumann and Uwe Moosburger, Odessa: Facets of a Changing City, (Regensburg: Verlag 
Friedrich Pustet, 2003), 52.
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memory and commemoration whilst its renaming changes and is changed by its social and 
political significance.
The steps descend from the tree-lined Prymorsky Boulevard, a popular pedestrian zone within 
the city.281 The view from the top of the steps 
is of the passenger port, the towering Hotel Odessa and the Black Sea. The view, however, 
is probably better from the bottom of the steps, where the designers’ optical illusion takes 
effect: the stairs seem higher than they are, thanks to a gradual narrowing from the bottom 
(21m wide) to top (13m wide).282 
A further illusionary effect occurs when the stairway is viewed from the top. Only the landings 
can be seen, making it appear as one completely flat surface; additionally, from the bottom 
only steps are visible and it seems that there are no landings. The stairway can be seen as a 
“historically charged site”283 that allows new meanings and symbolisms to be overwritten on 
past, out-dated, meanings. These new meanings may be the result of actual historic events or 
they may be meanings that develop in a societal group due to the site as a location in film. The 
film critic Klaus Eder has expressed the opinion that the Potemkin stairway film sequence is 
“one of the most famous scenes in film history—and the ‘Potemkin Stairs’ are one of cinema’s 
most famous locations”.284
The film’s associations with the stairway were underlined when the first Odessa International 
Film Festival in 2010, screened Battleship Potemkin on the stairs, the audience “sitting on 
the stairs—which, late at night, still reflected the warmth of the day”.285 Here again we see 
a stairway as influencing viewing practises. In this example not only by providing access to 
views, or by framing the views themselves but by also providing the location for viewing the 
film, at the social event of a film festival, that brought the stairway to international recognition 
and resulted in its renaming.
Prior to 1837 “[w]inding paths and rude wooden stairs” provided direct access from the city 
on the hill down to the harbour. The Russian architects A. I. Melnikov and Pote designed 
the stairway of 220 stairs in sandstone from Trieste but due to wear, which can be seen in 
Eisenstein’s film (see Figure 3.19), the sandstone was replaced with granite from the Boh region. 
281  Greg Bloom and Sarah Johnstone, Ukraine, (Footscray, Victoria: Lonley Planet Publications, second 
edition, 2008),173.
282  Bloom and Johnstone, Ukraine,174.
283  Video by Karen Zalamea, Descending Potemkin Stairs, www.karenzalamea.com/02projects/current/
descending-potemkin/html
284  Klaus Eder, “On the Potemkin Stairs: The Odessa International Film Festival”, FIPRESCI 2011, 
http://www.fipresci.org/festivals/archive/2011/odessa/odessa_keder.htm.(accessed 8/10/2012).
285  Eder, “On the Potemkin Stairs”.
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The stairway was reduced to 192 steps and 10 landings.286 The stairway was reduced by a 
further eight steps during the construction of the Odessa sea port when a 100m long jetty was 
built to provide access to ships.287
In additional to its functional purpose of providing pedestrian access the stairway has an additional 
functional purpose, that of providing landslide stabilisation to a section of the Ukrainian coastline. 
When the stairway was constructed between 1837 and 1841 to connect Prymorsky Boulevard with 
the seafront, the construction of the stairway across the slope had a stabilising effect on the angled 
ground and “fulfilled the role of a landslide protection measure”.288
The monumental scale of the stairway models the space between the foreshore and the top 
of the escarpment, creating an impression of power, crossing the dramatic change in level 
and restraining the landform from slipping into the sea. Modelling of physical space and 
control of terrain, and the outward and inward views are all aspects of the urban stairway 
that this dissertation will examine. 
bethesda Terr ace,  
Centr al Park, new york 
The outward and inward views or seeing and being seen was one of the primary motivations for 
the design of Bethesda Terrace in New York’s Central Park. Designed by the architects Calvert 
Vaux and Jacob Wrey Mould and constructed between 1859 and 1864. Bethesda Terrace was 
part of the original Central Park Competition entry of Frederick Law Olmstead and whilst there 
is no evidence that Olmstead was involved in the detailed design of the stairway itself, he did 
have a great interest in the proportions of steps and carried out a detailed study over nine years 
of the risers and treads of various stairs.289 
The stairways at Bethesda Terrace form an “important link and focal point between the formal, 
linear, Central Park Mall in the southeast corner of the Park and the informal, mazelike ramble 
leading to the picturesque Belvedere Castle”.290 The aesthetics of the stairways, in the vein of 
286  Patricia Herlihy, Odessa: A History 1794 – 1914, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press / Harvard 
Ukrainian research Institute, 1986).
287  E. A. Cherkez, O. V. Dragomyretska and Y. Gorokhovich, “Landslide Protection of the Historical Heritage 
in Odessa (Ukraine)”, Landslides: Journal of the International Consortium on Landslides, vol 3, issue 4, 
December 2006, 304.
288  Cherkez, Dragomyretska and Gorokhovich, “Landslide protection”, 304.
289  Templer, The Staircase: Studies of Hazards, 29.
290  Jean Murphy and Kate Ottavino, ‘The Rehabilitation of Bethesda Terrace: The Terrace Bridge and 
Landscape Central Park New York’, Bulletin of the Association for Preservation Technology, Vol. 18, No.3 
(1986), 25.
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seventeenth century Italian design, creates a romantic architectural environment intended not 
only to facilitate viewing of the park and enhance views within the park but to provide a location 
to promenade and be viewed in turn.291 This adds another layer to the theme of stairways as 
facilitators and framers of views, the idea that the stairway can also be a place of deliberate 
display, either highly structured as in the case of a film set or group photo or less structured in 
the everyday activities of stairway users. The carved stonework, New Brunswick sandstone, 
represents, amongst other themes, the four seasons, a theme that appears in Sydney with the 
Palace Garden Stairs (see Chapter Seven). At Bethesda Terrace the four seasons are depicted 
through intricate arrangements of plants and birds. The terrace itself is paved with brick but the 
stairways’ steps and landings are in granite.292
Figure 3.24 Bethesda Terrace, Central Park, New York, September 2009
Designed for recreation, promenade and viewing, the terrace provides a transition from the 72nd 
street transverse road that crosses the Park into the spaces of the Park itself via two stairways 
either side of the terrace and one travelling centrally beneath the terrace. The terrace at street 
level looks down over Bethesda Fountain and the lake and the whole composition provides, as 
was intended by Vaux, an “open air hall of reception for dress promenade”.293 David Scobey has 
noted that “Bourgeois New Yorkers of the Victorian era loved to promenade. Throughout most 
of the nineteenth century, they made seeing and being seen, in public and in motion, a core rite 
of sociability—made it, in fact a test of inclusion in the metropolitan gentry.”294 The notion of 
291  Paula Deitz, ‘Central Park’s Bethesda Terrace and its restoration’, The Magazine Antiques, April 1988.
292  http://www.centralpark.com/guide/attractions/bethesda-terrace.html (accessed 12/10/2012).
293  Vaux Calvert, Sixth Annual report of the Commissioners of Central Park 1863, 63. Cited in Paula Deitz, 
‘Central Park’s Bethesda Terrace and its restoration’, The Magazine Antiques, April 1988; 891.
294  David Scobey, ‘Anatomy of the Promenade: the Politics of Bourgeois Sociability in Nineteenth Century 
New York’, Social History, Volume 17, No.2, May 1992, 203.
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the promenade, of the crowd as the spectacle and the spectator as part of the crowd was at this 
time a new phenomenon not only in New York but in Britain and in Australia. 
The author and academic Tony Bennett, in his essay “The Exhibitionary Complex” has examined 
the rise of this phenomenon with the Crystal Palace and the Great Exhibition in Britain of 1851. 
He notes that the architectural spaces were arranged in such a way that everyone could see not 
only the exhibitions, but that “there were also vantage points from which everyone could be 
seen, thus combining the functions of spectacle and surveillance”.295 This new way of viewing 
served to regulate the crowd and rendered “it visible to itself, by making the crowd itself the 
ultimate spectacle”.296 In New York, Bethesda Terrace was designed specifically for the purpose 
of social promenade.
In the 1960s the Terrace became a notorious centre for drug trafficking297 and by the late 1970s, 
“graffiti and vandalism were rampant”.298 A major restoration project taking four years and 
costing $4,500,000 was completed in 1987.299 The extent of the restoration can be seen as a 
measure of the site’s value. Bethesda Terrace illustrates the stairway both as a threshold space, 
linking both different levels of topography and different environments of the park, and as a 
space of social and at times anti-social activity.
In 2003 a television mini-series, Angels in America, directed by Mike Nichols and set during the 
early years of the AIDS crisis in America, uses the central stairway of Bethesda Terrace as the 
closing scene of the film. The arrangement and lighting of the scene shows the central characters 
moving from the darkness under the terrace and ascending the stairway into the daylight. This 
underlines the progress to a brighter future that is the closing sentiment of the film. These 
scenes contribute to the extensive and multi-layered social significance of the stairway. It has 
historic significance as the physical manifestation of the Victorian practice of the promenade. 
Its use as a location for scenes in a wide variety of films, some of which have a strong cultural 
and political impact, gives it a significance for the members of the communities that closely 
identify with the film and its message.300 In addition it has a personal significance for the people 
who use it as a site for wedding photographs, to jog around in extended stairway circuits and to 
sit and enjoy the view and each other’s company. 
295  Tony Bennett, ‘The Exhibitionary Complex’, New Formations, Number 4, Spring 1988, 78.
296  Bennett, ‘The Exhibitionary Complex’, 81.
297  Murphy and Ottavino, “The Rehabilitation of Bethesda Terrace”, 25.
298  Murphy and Ottavino, “The rehabilitation of Bethesda Terrace”, 28.
299  Deitz, “Central Park’s Bethesda Terrace and its Restoration”; 890.
300  Ryan Chasse, “Battling for Bethesda: Public Space in Play”, Mercer Street, Expository Writing Program, 
New York University, 125-132. http://www.nyu.edu/cas/ewp/html/mercer_street.html. (accessed 8/10/2012).
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Figure 3.25 Bethesda Terrace central stair. Film stills, Angels in America, directed by Mike Nichols, 
2003.
From a spatial perspective, the importance of the Bethesda Terrace and its stairways is as a 
physical threshold connecting the formal, axial planning of The Mall and the roadway of 72nd 
Street at the upper level with the informal planting, lakes and winding paths of the lower section. 
In doing so it affords views out over the park and the lakes. The stairway as a threshold space is 
examined in relation to Sydney in Chapter Seven.
Bethesda Terrace stairs also afford a place to sit, a place for fitness enthusiasts to run training 
regimes, a place to photograph and be photographed. The affordances of the stairway go far 
beyond a simple route of pedestrian travel, as people interact with the stairway in a variety of 
different ways. (Figures 3.26 to 3.29)
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Figure 3.26 Bethesda Stairway as film set, September 2009; Figure 3.27 …as viewing platform, 
September 2009
   
Figure 3.28…as a place to relax and watch, September 2009; Figure 3.29…as a place of fitness 
regimes, September 2009
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Stairways of San fr ancisco
The previous examples have all stood alone as iconic urban stairways but the stairways of San 
Francisco are perhaps most significant for their collective nature. San Francisco in California is 
built on 42 hills and bounded by San Francisco Bay to the north and east and the Pacific Ocean 
to the west. The combination of the hilly terrain and a gridded city plan which was “applied 
with cheerful disregard of the rise and fall of the land”301 has resulted in more than 400 stairways 
providing a link between streets and creating a unique street environment.302 The stairways of 
the Telegraph Hill, Nob Hill and Russian Hill districts are generally long and narrow with a 
width of often only 1200mm, just barely enough for two people to pass. The intention of the 
designs is primarily functional; their location within a curtilage that corresponds to the width 
of the roadway creates a unique plan form that results in public land on either side of the narrow 
stairway passage. This public land is typically appropriated by the owners of the neighbouring 
houses and either fenced off as if it was private property or more commonly landscaped for the 
general enjoyment of the users of the stairway. This often occurs to an elaborate extent with 
seats for stairway walkers to rest on, fountains, sculpture, exotic plantings, barbeques, compost 
bins, mirrors, wind chimes and shrines to patron saints.
Figure 3.30 Niches with Christ and Saints on Joice Stairs, San Francisco, September 2009
301  Mark Girouard, Cities and People, (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1985), 324.
302  Adah Bakalinsky, Stairway walks of San Francisco, (Berkeley : Wilderness Press, 5th Edition, 2004), 1.
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Occasionally there are plaques that dedicate the stairway to the member of the neighbourhood 
who started the garden or was most active in its upkeep, giving the stairway an added memorial 
function. Generally the financial support and maintenance of the stairways are provided by 
the local community of residents with only occasional instances of public authority support 
such as ‘The Havens’, a stairway in the south of Russian Hill where the local authority does 
provide water at no cost to maintain the gardens. On these types of stairways, most of the social 
interaction happens on the landings or within the garden spaces of the stairway, rather than on 
the steps themselves.
Whilst it has been argued that it was Jasper O’Farrell, the City Surveyor who in 1847 extended 
the city grid across the Russian Hill district, taking no account of the topography,303 other sources 
claim that O’Farrell had wanted curved streets but that real estate developers pushed for straight 
streets as these made lots easier to subdivide.304 The outcome was that many areas, such as the 
summit of Russian Hill, became isolated with limited access by horse and stairway. This made 
the location attractive for those who wanted seclusion whilst still maintaining a proximity to the 
city centre. In the Telegraph Hill district the hill came down to the bay until the eastern side was 
quarried and the land filled in to modify the shoreline and provide better wharf facilities from 
1849. After that quarrying workers living in cottages on the hillside needed stairways to go to 
and from work at the docks.305 
Figure 3.31 Filbert Steps and the Grace Marchant Gardens from Montgomery Street, September 2009
303  Bakalinsky, Stairway Walks in San Francisco, 34.
304  http://www.sisterbetty.org/stairways/index.htm. (accessed 8/10/2010).
305  Bakalinsky, Stairway Walks in San Francisco, 8.
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One of the best known stairways in this area is Filbert Steps from Coit Tower on the top of 
Telegraph Hill down to Sansome Street and The Embarcadero. Filbert Steps run east-west 
in three sections. The length of the stairway is impressive and results in expansive views 
across the city and bay framed by the dimensions and surrounding gardens of the stairway, 
again reinforcing the stairway’s persistent role in viewing activities. The upper section above 
Montgomery Street has extensive gardens containing sculptures and places to sit which are 
provided and maintained by the residents. Many houses only have access from the stairway.
In the space surrounding Filbert Steps, which ascends the face of a now disused quarry from 
the nineteenth century, are the Grace Marchant Gardens. Grace Marchant was a resident who 
moved to live next to the stairway in 1949. At that time the land surrounding the stairway 
was used as an unofficial dump site for rubbish. Marchant cleared the rubbish and over time 
established the gardens on a combination of public and private land.306
With age, maintaining the gardens became increasingly difficult for Marchant who recruited 
a neighbour, Gary Kray, to help maintain the gardens. After Marchant’s death, Kray took over 
the care of the gardens with plants now being donated by the city and visitors. At Halloween, 
illuminated pumpkins are set on the stairway and in the gardens attracting local visitors, adding 
to the local tourism aspects of the stairway.307 The physical arrangement of the stairway, narrow 
within the reserve of land it occupies, has made the establishment of the gardens possible and 
the community atmosphere that its naturally restricted access has fostered has encouraged a 
feeling of responsibility for and thus maintenance of the space.
When one property owner attempted to reclaim their land that had been used as part of the garden 
in order to extend their house, the community approached the Trust for Public Land who assisted 
them to raise $900,000 in funds so the property could be bought and the gardens remain intact.308
Filbert Steps is only one of many that support community gardens. Located at the edge of 
Telegraph Hill and not far from the Fibert Steps, the Vallejo stairway runs from Montgomery 
Street to Sansome along the route of Vallejo Street. It was designed by Willis Polk (1867–
1924), an architect who lived in a house on the stairway. Construction of the stairway was 
begun in 1906 but interrupted by the San Francisco earthquake of that year and not completed 
until 1914.309
306  Mark Francis and Randolph Hester, eds. The Meaning of Gardens, (Cambridge, MA.: The MIT Press, 
1992) 226
307  Francis and Hester, The Meaning of Gardens, 227.
308  www.tpl.org. (accessed 26/04/2012)
309  www.rhn.org/historysummit1walk.html
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Figure 3.32 View from Vallejo Stairway surrounded by community gardens, September 2009
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The gardens along the stairway were the result of a city beautification project in the late 1980s 
and are now maintained solely by the neighbours under the Vallejo Steps Garden Association. 
They undertake tree pruning, planting, weeding and graffiti removal and are supported by the 
donations of neighbours and private individuals. The social benefit of this lush gardened urban 
space can be seen in the celebration of festivals such as Halloween which are conducted in the 
public place that the stairway and associated gardens facilitate. The stairway also provides 
extensive views over the Bay including Bay Bridge, Treasure Island and Oakland. 
Whilst few of San Francisco’s stairways have significant architectural merit in their own right, 
the contribution they make to the urban form of the city, and the social impact created by the 
gardens that often surround them, contribute to the overall character of the city to such an extent 
that tourists go to visit them and locals use them on a regular basis both for access and as a place 
for exercise and social activities. They make an important contribution to the collective urban 
character of the city and form part of San Francisco’s cultural heritage.
Interest in San Francisco’s stairways and the affection with which they are regarded within the 
community are evidenced by a variety of websites that provide information on them and garner 
community support for their maintenance, preservation and use.310 On one website, both Filbert 
and Vallejo Stairs receive five star ratings and the comment “Don’t leave the planet without 
seeing these stairs.”311 
San Francisco presents a collection of stairways that operate as streets. Primarily in residential 
areas, the spaces of the stairway are not only urban infrastructure providing a route of pedestrian 
travel but accommodate opportunities for social interaction, viewing the city, threshold spaces, 
places of commemoration and memorial. These are the themes that this dissertation will now 
begin to explore in relation to the public urban stairways of Sydney. 
The urban Stairway in the Austr alian 
national Context
Cities in Australia do not have stairway streets in the same way as they exist in the medieval 
centres of Europe, indeed it would seem that only Sydney has stairways that connect directly to 
business premises or residences and therefore could be called stairway streets at all. Other cities 
do however have stairways that contribute to the public domain. This happens in four distinct 
ways. Firstly as a podium or entrance to a building, which even though it may not be public, 
contributes to the streetscape and has the potential for activities such as retail display, casual 
310  http://www.budgettravel.com/blog/san-francisco-5-favorite-stairway-walks,11123/ ; http://www.tiledsteps.
org/Default.asp ; http://www.communitywalk.com/map/list/399832?order=0. (accessed 8/10/2010).
311  http://www.sisterbetty.org/stairways/stairways.htm#rating. (accessed 8/10/2012).
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seating or performance.312 Secondly there are stairways in most capital cities that provide a 
connection between the city and the foreshore of a river or harbour. Thirdly there are stairways 
that address changes in level within parkland or gardens and finally the most recent phenomenon, 
the need to account for changes in level created by the consolidation and levelling of large 
parcels of land for development. This development may be private development for residential 
or commercial purposes or it may be development by the state for cultural or civic precincts.
In Melbourne, a city whose centre is set out on a regular orthogonal grid, across relatively flat 
land, large public stairways are rare but stairways as podiums to buildings are not uncommon. 
Whilst not a stairway typology that will be discussed in relation to Sydney’s stairways it is worth 
reviewing briefly here both as a typology that impacts on the urban space of Melbourne and to 
inform use practises on stairways more broadly. The sweeping bluestone steps of Parliament 
House on Spring Street with its associated pedestals and lamps, is a favourite location for 
photographs of wedding couples and tourists. The cascading stairs proving to be a wonderful 
set for trailing wedding dresses as well as the ability to set one person at a different height to 
another and yet still group them as a couple. The Parliament house stairs are also, because of the 
role of the building, a location for protest. The tiered podium effect of the entrance stairs allows 
those demonstrating to be seen over the heads of their fellow protestors.
   
Figure 3.33 Displays on the entry stairs to retail premises add colour to the public domain, 2009; 
Figure 3.34 The steps of the state parliament with their lamps and pedestals, 2009
Other stairways that form podiums or entrances to buildings in the city of Melbourne have 
less gravitas but are never-the-less participants in urban life. There are congested social spaces 
such as the entry to Flinders Street station, a popular meeting place where those waiting often 
312 See Stevens, The Ludic City, pages 152 to 177 for a discussion of this case of the threshold in Melbourne.
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sit on the stairs of the entry to observe city life. (Figure 3.34) Throughout the centre of the city 
another use of entry stairs to buildings is apparent with commercial premises using the stairs as 
additional retail display space. This not only gives the retailer a potential advantage but can also 
add colour to the city’s bluestone steps and pavements. (Figure 3.33) Melbourne is situated on 
one of the biggest basalt plains in the world and the materiality of it’s buildings and stairways 
reflect the city’s underlying geology.
Figure 3.35 The social space of the stairs to Flinders Street Station, 2009
The creation of Federation Square designed between 1997 and 2001 by LAB architecture Studio 
in association with Bates Smart produced several new stairways that provide places from which 
to view street performers. 313
The social and viewing benefits of urban stairs are present in the minds of at least some 
contemporary architects as two of the six finalists in the 2013 competition for the redevelopment 
of Flinders street station utilized stairways as a connection to the river with the viewing and 
social opportunities that such an action encompasses.
As the city reaches the Yarra River, a variety of stairway types connect across the steeper 
terrain at the foreshore. At least two of these are helical stairs, an unusual stairway plan form in 
urban design. (Figures 3.35 and 3.36) The banks of the river provide space for people to wander 
313  Philip Goad, Melbourne Architecture, (Boorowa, NSW: The Watermark Press, 2009), 254.
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in a  leisurely fashion  as well as pedestrian and cycle routes between the city and the suburbs. 
The Yarra Trail is a shared pedestrian and cycle way that starts at Southbank in the city and 
travels to the fringe of the eastern suburbs. A stairway along this route has been a site of protest 
in recent years as Victorian cyclists’ campaigned for the government to remove or circumvent a 
set of forty two steps that connect Gipps street in the suburb of Abbotsford to the Yarra Trail. In 
July 2012, one hundred and fifty protesters, many carrying their bicycles, gathered on the steps 
blocking them temporarily as a protest against the state government decision not to allocate any 
funding to new bicycle infrastructure projects.314 It is unusual for a stairway to be the site of a 
protest in this way. 
Fitness training is a focus of many current day users of large stairways in cities throughout 
Australia, particularly stairways associated with parkland. The Local Government area 
of Melbourne includes the suburbs of Ferntree Gully where one thousand stone steps in the 
parkland of One Tree Hill provide a popular location for stairway running enthusiasts as do the 
multiple stairs and ramps of the Birrarung Marr Parklands located just south of the central city 
grid next to the sports precinct.315
Fig 3.36 A part helical plan form resolves the connection of levels on the riverbank. Melbourne 2009.
314  Adam Cooper, “Riders keep Pushing for Yarra’s Missing Link”, The Age, 30 July 2012.
315  http://towerrunning.com.au/cbd-birrarung-marr-ramps/ (Accessed 29/07/2013)
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Within the Local Government Area of the City of Adelaide, contributors to stair climbing 
websites have highlighted Seacliff at Brighton and Hallett Cove Conservation Park as favoured 
locations. In Perth the one hundred and fifty risers of Jake’s Steps, now part of the Kokoda 
track memorial and Jacob’s Ladder west of the city provide popular if at times crowded training 
locations. 
Figure 3.37 A true helical stairway is very rare in public urban space. Melbourne Southbank 2009. 
Jacobs’ ladder, Perth
There are many stairways named Jacob’s ladder throughout the world, both Perth and Brisbane 
have one and they both have a role in the life of their respective cities. The form that Perth’s 
Jacobs’ Ladder stairway takes today does not fit neatly into the categories of stairway plan 
forms outlined in Chapter Two, being a combination of a straight flight stair interspersed with 
sections of reciprocating stairs. The original version of the stairway was straight, constructed 
of Jarrah in 1909 to plans of the city engineer Henry Thomas Haynes. It linked Cliff Street at 
the top of Mount Eliza with Mount’s Bay Road at the foot.316 The change in plan form many 
years later in 1961, is likely to be at least in part due to the dangers associated with such a high 
316  “Jacobs Ladder on Mount Eliza”, The Western Australian, 30 January 1947, “Ladder repairs will Exceed 
original Cost”, The Daily News, Perth, Western Australia, 19 July 1947, 18.
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straight flight with little to break a fall. As early as 1915, one of a group of boys playing on the 
stairs “missed his footing and fell to the bottom”. He broke his leg and was taken to hospital.317 
In 1935 a girl suffered head injuries when she lost her balance whilst playing on the steps and 
fell to the bottom.318 This Jacobs’ Ladder is located in Parland to the east of city andseems to be 
largely a place for play, fitness, fun and feats of endurance. Its early use as a location for fitness 
training is recorded in The West Australian in 1927 when a wrestler named Lurich ran up the 
stairway “two steps at a time, twice or three times a week” as part of his training.319 In 1939 
four Perth bachelors challenged each other to a race on the stairway for a £1 wager.320 The same 
year, seemingly to impress two girls, a Victorian cricketer boasted that he “could run down this 
ladder, over to the river, and back in less than ten minutes”. He did, returning with wet hair from 
dipping it in the river.321 In 1948 two men competed in an egg and spoon race up Jacobs’ Ladder 
for a £5 wager322 and to make themselves eligible for a contest run by a local radio station. 
These various examples highlight the competitive play that can be found on public stairways, 
particularly those of considerable size and surrounded by Parkland.
The timber stairway came under threat numerous times from scrub fires323 and underwent major 
repairs in 1947324 but by 1961 it was again in a dilapidated state and this time was closed and the 
timber stairway demolished. It was rebuilt a few years later in concrete with changes of direction 
at its landings and a platform for viewing at the top. It is still popular with joggers and recreational 
stair climbers. The changes in direction provide both a higher degree of safety and a variety of 
viewing directions from the eighteen landings and two hundred and forty two steps. (Figure 3.38) 
Brisbane’s version of Jacob’s Ladder is also a popular stair running site325 but it has a more 
political history. 
317  “Dangerous play places. Boy Falls from “Jacob’s Ladder””, The Daily News, 30 may 1915, 1.
318  “Fall on Jacob’s Ladder, Girl’s Head Injured”, The West Australian, 16 December 1935, 20.
319  “Lack of Training Facilities”, Western Mail, 3 October 1927, 24.
320  “Terrace Bachelors Raced Up Jacob’s Ladder for £1 Stakes”, Mirror, 27 may 1939, 16.
321  “Down and Up Jacob’s Ladder for Fun”, The Daily News, 11 march 1939, 22.
322 “Eggs are Going Up”, The Daily News, 30 April 1948, 7.
323  “City Fire Calls. Grass and Undergrowth, Brigade’s Busy Day”, The West Australian, 21 December 1933, 
14; “Fire on Mt. Eliza” The West Australian, 30 January 1939, 10;“Jacob’s Ladder on Mt. Eliza” The West 
Australian, 30 January, 1946, 7; “Fire on Mt. Eliza” 31 January 1848
324  “Repairs to Jacob’s Ladder”, The West Australian, 1 August 1947,18; “Ladder Repairs will Exceed 
Original Cost”, The daily News, 19 July 1947, 18.
325  www.towerrunning.com.au ( accessed 29/07/2013), www.coolrunning.com.au (accessed 22/07/2013)
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Figure 3.38 Stair runners, Jacobs’ Ladder, Perth. Joanne Sollom, 2011; Figure 3.39 Stair runners, 
Kangaroo Point, Brisbane. Steve Budi Photography, 2013.
Jacobs’ ladder, brisbane
Jacobs’ Ladder in Brisbane, joins Edward Street with Wickham Terrace at the edge of King 
Edward Park and is today a colourful contemporary stairway with handrails and tactile ground 
surface indicators to assist users and bronze sculptures at the base for the pleasure of passers-
by.326 This stairway is today a busy pedestrian link from the city centre to the district of Spring 
Hill, it is colourful and quirky but it has a history of political and social struggle.
The piece of land that continued up the hill from Edward Street in the city was known as Jacobs 
ladder before a stairway existed on the site. In the 1910s there was a thoroughfare up the hill 
formally called Upper Edward Street that was enclosed on one side by a picket fence and on the 
other by a post and rail barricade. A handrail supported on square timber posts with spherical 
tops ran up the centre, either side was parkland and whilst steep it was a popular recreational 
activity to climb to the top for a view of the city or to visit the Old Windmill, a convict built 
structure from the 1820s.327 
In 1918 the management of Trades Hall tried to make a deal with the council to acquire the land 
to the east of the thoroughfare for a new Trades Hall building. Trades Hall was the headquarters 
of the union movement. After much political wrangling and public debate the Trades Hall 
326  Marissa Calligeros, “Onwards and Upwards: City Makeover continues”, Brisbane Times, 3, August 2009.
327  “Windmill Tower”, https://heritage-register.ehp.qld.gov.au/placeDetail.html?siteId=14948 accessed 
07/09/2013
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management succeeded in obtaining the land to the east of the pathway but not the pathway 
itself and excavation started for the new building began in 1919.328 A campaign by the Trades 
Hall to close the thoroughfare also began. The council wanted the land to remain a thoroughfare, 
and refused to close it. The Trades Hall went to the State Government who refused to approve 
Brisbane Council taking the land for use as parkland under the Brisbane Improvement Act 
of 1916.329 The Trades Hall got their land, Jacobs’ Ladder was realigned and in 1920 “a new 
pathway for pedestrian traffic” to take its place was proposed, part of the costs to be paid by the 
Trades Hall.330 (Figure 3.40)
Figure 3.40 Upper Edward Street Brisbane, c. 1915. State Library of Queensland, John Oxley library. 
The stairway resumed the part in the city’s life that the thoroughfare had before it, being 
considered a “place of interest” and featuring in a souvenir booklet issued at the British Empire 
Exhibition of 1924.331 It was also used as the site of an advertising stunt that was remembered 
for years to come when a four-cylindered motor car called a Whippet, produced by Willy’s 
328  “Jacob’s Ladder”, Queensland Times 20 November 1919, 5.
329  “The Trades Hall Grab”, Brisbane Courier 14 January 1920, 6.
330  “Jacob’s Ladder”, Brisbane Courier, 27 April 1922, 6.
331   “Advertising Australia”, Queenslander, 5 April 1924, 9; “Letters”, Bulletin, 4 may 1931, 4.
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Overland Motors, an American car company, was driven up the stairs in 1928.332 But with the 
Trades hall bordering the stairway it is not surprising that the political nature of the stairway 
also continued. In 1931 it was the starting point for a May Day demonstration reportedly “by 
Communists”, in August of the same year it has a similar role in an International Red Day 
celebration and in 1938 it was the site of an unemployment rally.333 (Figure 3.42) 
    
Figure 3.41 View looking down Jacobs’ Ladder towards Edward Street, Brisbane, c. 1940. State 
Library of Queensland; Figure 3.42 Unemployment meeting Brisbane, September 1938. State Library 
of Queensland
Brisbane’s Jacobs’ Ladder also had its dangerous and even criminal moments. Long before the 
stairway was constructed a man received six months jail for stealing a bag of eggs and a purse 
from a women walking up the pathway known as Jacob’s ladder in 1905.334 After the stairway 
was built several dangerous events concerning the stairways are reported in the newspapers. In 
1932 a poorly parked car “careered down the steps” 1932 striking a man walking up the stairs, 
a man was injured by a fall on the stairs in 1934, and a man was convicted of an indecent act 
seen by women walking up Jacob’s Ladder in 1936, he was sentenced to three months in gaol.
332  “Up Jacob’s ladder by Car”, Bulletin, 9 march 1928, 13.
333  “Short Shrift Communist Silenced Efficient Police”, Brisbane Courier, 2 may 1931, 13; “Clashes with 
Police Communists in Brisbane”, Bulletin, 3 August 1931, 7.
334  “In a Woman’s Mind”, Worker, 23 September 1905,5.
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The two versions of Jacob’s ladder discussed above have several similarities. They are both 
extensive, they have both been remade from their original form, both have on occasion been 
places of danger and crime and both are in regular use today. But the stairways’ have different 
types of histories; the stairway in Perth features in the newspapers for largely recreational 
reasons whilst in Brisbane the stories are more politically focused. The stairways location 
within the respective cities plays a significant role in this. In Perth the environment surrounding 
the stairway is of residential streets leading to parkland. In Brisbane whilst parkland ajoins 
the stair on one side, its location as a continuation of a main city street within the commercial 
hub has contributed to the political nature of its history and its role as a pedestrian route and 
lunchtime recreation space for city workers today. The surroundings of a stairway and what the 
stairway provides connections to, influence the ways a stairway is used and the attitudes of the 
people using the stairway.
Tr avellers walk, darwin
In Darwin, Travellers Walk, previously called Chinamen’s Walk, is one of three stairways in 
Damoe Ra Park, popular with stair running enthusiasts.335 These stairways also connect to the 
areas heritage both literally and metaphorically. The earlier name of Chinaman’s Walk seems to 
have come about at least in part because it was built by Chinese stonemasons who were familiar 
with working in Porcellanite, a hard but brittle and porous silicated mudstone that is common 
in the Darwin area.336 Again we see the geological underpinning of a city evidenced in its 
stairways. From the 1880s the path and stairway meandered up the hill. The route has gradually 
altered and the stairway has been at different times, “wider, fenced, and eventually concreted”.337 
It was originally the only way to reach the town from the port but the stairs fell into disuse with 
the establishment of good road linkages. The stairway has now been refurbished and is used 
primarily for recreational purposes and access to the parklands. 
One of the stairways within the park connects the wharf precinct to a viewing podium named 
Survivors Lookout where a map of the locations of the shipwrecks that resulted from bombing 
in World War Two is on display. At the base of the stairway are located five underground 
storage tunnels dating from the Second World War, one of which is open to the public. Whilst 
the stairways themselves are not listed on the state heritage register many of the sites from the 
wartime history of Darwin are, sites which would be much less accessible without the stairways.
335  www.mapmyrun.coma.u accessed 15/08/2013
336  G. H. McNally, G. Clarke and B. W. Weber, “Porcellanite and the urban geology of Darwin, Northern 
Territory”, Australian Journal of Earth Sciences, Taylor & Francis, 2000, vol 47, 35.
337  www.waterfront.nt.gov.au accessed 15/08/2013
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osborne Stairs, Perth
Stairway connections between the waterfront and higher ground of Australian cities often have 
heritage value for historic but also for social reasons. In the Claremont area of Perth the now 
demolished Osborne Stairs were a contorted timber structure constructed in 1895.338 They were 
located below the Osborne Hotel and linked the Hotel to ferry travellers on the Swan River. 
Beer was delivered in barrels to the river landing at the bottom of the stairs and had to be carried 
up to the hotel by hand.339 The stairway site is recognised in the heritage Council of Western 
Australia Database. (Figure 3.43)
     
Figure 3.43 Osborne Stairs, Claremont, Perth c 1896 [www.riversofemotion.org.au/content/
Osborne-steps-c1896]; Figure 3.44 Kelly’s Steps, Hobart, Tasmania. [http://www.flickr.com/photos/
pellethepoet/4931445061/]
Kelly’s Steps, Hobart
Providing a link between Battery Point and Salamanca Place, Kelly’s steps in Hobart, Tasmania 
were built in 1840 and still largely consist of the original fabric. They were named after their 
founder Captain James Kelly (1791-1859) who was the Port pilot and Harbourmaster at the 
338  www.inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/public/places accessed 25/07/2013
339  www.riversofemotion.org.au/content/Osborne-steps-c1896 accessed 06/08/2013
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Derwent and one of the founders of the Tasmanian whaling industry.340 As a prominent figure 
in port activities and seafaring during the formative years of Hobart, this stairway which Kelly 
had built and which bears his initials, has historic significance and is listed on the Tasmanian 
Heritage Register.341 The stairway way originally constructed to connect the higher ground to 
the wharves of the waterfront but land reclamation since the stairs construction has changed 
the relationship between the stairway and the foreshore.342 Like many stairways the newspapers 
report it as a location for accidents and assaults.343 Letters of complaint appear about its condition 
and advice regarding repair works and the provision of lighting is detailed. Kelly’s steps have 
also had spectacular moments such as when it was transformed into a miniature waterfall by a 
combination of torrential rain and blocked storm drains.344 
Figure 3.45 Advertisment image for “Kelly’s Steps Second Landing Party” http://www.salarts.org.au/
portfolio/kellys-steps-second-landing-party/ accessed 07/09/2013
340  E. R. Pretyman, ‘Kelly, James (1791–1859)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, 
Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/kelly-james-2291/text2955, accessed 02/09/2013.
341  http://www.heritage.tas.gov.au/thr.html accessed 02/09/2013
342  “New Money, New Ideas”, The Canberra Times, 18 May 1990, 23.
343  “Hobart Town and The South”, Launceston Examiner, 3, November 1863, 5: 12 December 1863; 
“Accidents and Offences”, Launceston Examiner, 21 November 1863; “Fall Down Stairs”, The Mercury, 
21 November 1942, 5; “Law. Police Court”, The Mercury, 6 July 1880,2; “Children’s Court Young Women 
Molested”, The Mercury, 22 August 1935
344  “City Waterfall”, The Mercury, 15 January 1953, 6.
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Today the stairway is still a functioning pedestrian connection, popular with tourists visiting 
the Salamanca Markets at its base. It has played a role in a recent festival where on March 
30th 2013 the stairs were used as the focus for the “Kelly’s Steps Second Landing party”, a 
free cultural event organised by the Salamanca Arts centre where dramatists, musicians and 
performers created a carnival atmosphere. There was a free concert with bands playing short 
sets on the top landing of Kelly’s Steps with audiences watching from the laneway and the 
Salamanca Arts Centres outdoor venue.345 The director of the event, Ian Pidd, speculated 
that most residents of Hobart had “had memorable experiences on Kelly’s Steps. Chance 
encounters, stolen kisses, impromptu outdoor karaoke sessions, strategic intermissions on 
the walk home from the pub”. The Kelly’s Steps Lane Second Landing Party celebrated the 
“small but beloved space”.346 
The above review of stairways throughout Australian cities has shown that public stairways 
have some similarities; they have been recorded as sites of dangerous and occasionally criminal 
activity, they have a need for maintenance, repair and lighting, they can be sites of competition, 
fun and celebration, places for physical fitness training, for taking photographs, for displaying 
wares, for watching performances. The type of events and the shape that they take, depend on 
the physical form of the stairway, the spaces that the stairway connects, on the environment 
around it and on the people that use it. A public urban stairway can provide a view on the history 
of the city particularly in relation to the people that inhabit it and use the stairways.
Whilst urban stairways have many similarities that can tell us about the nature of stairways it 
is perhaps in the differences that we can find out most about the city from which they come. 
The materiality, frequency, size, date of construction, workmanship, history, design, location 
and surrounding environment of the stairway all build a picture of the city through the lens of 
its stairways.
The materiality of a stairway can reveal the geology of a city. In Rome, travertine forms the 
bedrock of the city and is a frequent material in its stairways. In Australia Melbourne is known 
for its Bluestone, Darwin has its Porcellanite and stairways in Hobart reflect the sandstone 
bedrock of that city. The materiality of a stairway can also give us information about the climate. 
In Quebec for example, where the weather requires exceptional freeze-thaw performance, 
timber stairways proliferate.
The frequency with which stairways are constructed within areas of a city or the city as a whole 
reveal the nature of the city’s topography. The clusters of stairways in San Francisco’s Nob and 
Russian Hill districts clearly mark them, even on a two dimensional plan, as steep areas of the 
city. The height and pitch of the stairway evidences the steepness of the terrain, the width gives 
345  Kate MacDonald, Salamanca Arts Centre, Letter to members of the Hotel Association, 1 March 2012.
346  http://www.salarts.org.au/portfolio/kellys-steps-second-landing-party/ accessed 02/09/2013
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an indication of space and money available for its construction which in turn may reflect on the 
importance with which it is held in the minds of the society at the time reflecting the civic pride 
of a particular era.
The date a stairway was constructed reflects the expansion of the population of a city, the 
opening up of new residential or commercial areas or the intensification of existing occupation 
as was the case for Jacob’s ladder in Brisbane.
The workmanship embodied in a stairway can reveal a city blessed with skilled stonemasons 
as at Persepolis, inventive hydraulic engineers as at Priene, or a workforce experienced with a 
particular material as was the case with the original Porcellanite Chinaman’s Walk stairway of 
Darwin. 
Events in the histories of a city’s stairways can reflect that city as a place of tyrannical rule, (The 
Gemonian Stairs) a haven for enlightened thinking and inventive design (La Cordonata) or a 
vivacious social environment (The Spanish Steps). A stairway can tell us not just about a city 
but about that city at a particular time in its history as is the case with these stairways in Rome.
The design of the stairway can reveal skilled spatial problem solving; Michelangelo’s Cordonata 
is an example. The introduction of safety measures into the design of a stairway, such as the 
staggered landings of Perth’s Jacob’s Ladder, not only illustrates the dangers experienced in 
the initial design but also the recognition of that danger as something that could have a design 
solution. The political will and funding necessary to rebuild the stairway is also evidenced by 
its existence. 
The location of a stair and the buildings that surround it can give us information about the city’s 
trade, its politics or its recreational activities at a given point in its history. Hobart’s Kelly’s 
Steps facilitated the trade and maritime activities of the waterfront, Jacob’s Ladder in Brisbane 
enabled political gatherings and protests and many stairways have provided and continue to 
provide recreational space within the city.
It is however, ultimately perhaps the view out from a stairway that tells us most about its city. 
It is not just a view from one level but a sequence of views through the height of the terrain, 
distinctly different from the type of view one gets from a tower or tall building. This view 
reveals the topographical and geographical setting, the form, shape and detail of its buildings, 
the people that live there, how they dress, the pets they walk, the cars they drive, the social and 
antisocial practises they engage in, the trades and businesses they undertake and all else that 
goes on in the streets, parks, squares and on the waterfront.
The international examples in this chapter are some of the best known stairways in the world 
and illustrate a wide variety of opportunities afforded by an urban stairway: the opportunity for 
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ceremonial procession, to facilitate and control views, to accommodate social promenade, to 
promote remembering and commemoration, transition and access. They also provide opportunities 
for connecting with contemporary audiences through their presence as the settings for film and of 
enlivening urban communities as locations for gardens and shared community space. 
A review of the urban stairway in the national Australian context illustrates that whilst the 
physical form of a stairway may not be as elaborate or as old as many of the international 
examples, they are still to varying extents, social places in which activities connected 
with pedestrian movement occur, threshold spaces that embody conditions associated with 
transition, facilitators of access and controllers of views as well as monuments that embody 
memory  and the desire to memorialise. If these themes can be seen in such a wide variety 
of public urban stairways, independant of  nationality, age or culture, how do these themes 
manifest in Sydney’s stairways? What makes Sydney’s stairways significant and what can 
they tell us about Sydney?  Might there also be something that the Sydney examples can tell 
us about public stairways more broadly? This dissertation now turns its focus to Sydney.
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THe STAirwAy in CiTieS : nATionAl A nd inTer nATionAl ConTexTS
Social climbing: THe ArCHiTeCTurAl, CulTurAl And HeriTAge SignifiCAnCe of Sydney’S PubliC STAirwAyS | 123
Chapter four
Stairways as urban infr astructure
 
Figure 4.1 Kevin Connor, Hickson Road, 1993. Brush and black ink, white Gouache on ivory wove 
paper. Art Gallery of New South Wales
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They were tortuous, narrow streets 
that ended abr uptly in a blank face 
of rock, or gave on to a flight 
of stone steps leading to a lower 
level and finally, in a veritable 
labyrinth, to the waters edge.347
347  M. Barnard Eldershaw, A House is Built, London and Sydney, George G. Harrap & Co. 1929, 12.
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The Changing Material form  
of the City 
The public stairway has both enabled and formed part of many of Sydney’s infrastructure projects. The physical form of the stairway has contributed to the modelling of urban space through its height and ability to connect different levels. Without stairways the 
cuttings, quarrying, reclamation, bridges and road widening would have left parts of the city 
with limited or no access. The creation of stairways enriches the pedestrian network and the 
city’s urban heritage.
In his essay “Naples”, Walter Benjamin illustrated the interrelations of buildings and the 
urban space of circulation, between and around buildings in the urban network. He saw the 
stairway as one of the elements that gave urban space porosity, allowing passages through urban 
form.348 Benjamin observed: “As porous as this stone is the architecture. Building and action 
interpenetrate in the courtyards, arcades and stairways.”349 The stairways between, beside and 
around buildings create an interrelation of buildings and urban space. The stairways allow 
an interpenetration of the built mass of the city and provide both the space and means of a 
pedestrian network.
This chapter considers the stairway’s ability to shape urban space, through an investigation of the 
history of infrastructure projects in Sydney. It examines both the creation and the destruction of 
public stairways, and looks at how this affects the pedestrian and vehicular circulation networks. 
It considers how the stairway overcomes challenges of topography, changes the configuration 
of the ground plane and reflects the historical development of the physical city. A variety of 
infrastructure project types have created and destroyed public stairways in Sydney. Taking 
as examples the excavation of Argyle Cut, the construction of Hickson Road, the widening 
of William Street and the building of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, the role that the stairways 
associated with these projects have had is examined. They have resolved difficult topographic 
situations that have arisen as a result of the natural landform or have been exacerbated by 
348  Walter Benjamin and Asja Lacis, “Naples”, Selected Writings, Volume 1, 1913-1926, eds. Marcus Bullock 
and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996, 414-421.
349  Benjamin and Lacis, “Naples”, 1996, 416
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the human intervention of quarrying, road widening or the creation of major vehicle-based 
infrastructure. They have accommodated changing patterns of pedestrian movement and their 
materiality reflects changes in construction materials and technology. 
A full history of Sydney’s pedestrian network is yet to be written. A pedestrian walking in 
the city of Sydney today utilises a complex network of infrastructure that has been made and 
remade to negotiate the topography, geography and built form of the city. The pedestrian network 
began before the first European settlement, with the walking practices of the Cadigal, the local 
Aboriginal people,350 and has developed, been fractured and remade many times in ways that 
reflect the concerns of the ruling class of the society at the time. The stairway forms a vital 
part of this network. Issues of order and control, display and promenade, labour and production, 
equity and access are all implicit in the material heritage of Sydney’s stairways.
The physical form of Sydney is intrinsically linked to its topography and geology. As Jeans 
and Spearritt note, “Sydney has been and always will be captive to its topography, which 
makes it at once Australia’s most beautiful and most geographically complicated city.”351 In 
Tim Flannery’s view,
No city has been as profoundly influenced by its rocky foundation as Sydney, for its 
sandstone has given form and colour to its finest buildings, shaped its economy, guided its 
spread and protected its natural jewels.352 
But the rocky foundation of the city has done even more than this. The topography, geography 
and geology of the location helped to determine the routes that the Aboriginal people of the 
area developed and where ceremonial grounds, sleeping shelters, sites for rock art and shell 
middens were all located. The first European settlers did not arrive to an unaltered natural 
landscape. Not only had the use of fire by Aborigines changed the vegetation353 but their feet, 
hands and cultural practices altered the ground surface, creating shell middens, grinding 
grooves, incising rock art, paths for communication and clearing grounds for ceremony.354 This 
transformation of the landscape determined parts of the layout of the European settlement and 
350  Val Attenbrow, Sydney’s Aboriginal past: Investigating Archaeological and Historical Records, (Sydney: 
UNSW Press, 2002), 53-55,81.
351  Dennis Jeans and Peter Spearritt, The open air Museum: The Cultural Landscape of New South Wales, 
(Sydney: George Allen & Unwin, 1980), 109.
352  Tim Flannery, “The Sandstone City”, in The Birth of Sydney, Tim Flannery ed., (Melbourne: Text 
Publishing, 1999), 8.
353  Jeans and Spearritt, The open air Museum,1; J. L. Kohen and Ronald Lampert, “Hunters and Fishers in the 
Sydney Region”, Australians to 1788, (McMahons Point: Fairfax, Syme & Weldon Associates, 1987) 344, 355
354  Attenbrow, Sydney’s Aboriginal Past, 131-136; Melinda Hinkson, Aboriginal Sydney: A Guide to 
Important Places of the Past and Present (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2001), 10; Kohen and Lampert, 
“Hunters and Fishers in the Sydney Region”, 354, 362, 363; Elizabeth Macarthur, Letter of Monday 7th March 
quoted in John Cobley, Sydney Cove 1791-1792 (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1965), 25.
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underpins the city’s current plan form.355 Where convenient routes could not be found around the 
physical obstructions presented by the topography the Europeans filled in marshy land, hacked 
out cuttings, built bridges and constructed stairways to overcome the physical obstacles and 
inconveniences of the landform. 
The primary determining factor for the existence of public stairways is topography, and a map 
of the landform at Sydney Cove in 1788 shows ridges of land running in a roughly north-south 
direction. (see Figure 4.2) The topography of the area has combined with the requirements of 
the population over its history to determine the location for concentrations of pubic stairways. 
Figure 4.2 Reconstructed topographic map of Sydney as it was in January 1788. From Graeme Alpin ed. 
A Difficult Infant: Sydney Before Macquarie, 1988, Figure 1.2.
355  Peter Turbet, The Aborigines of the Sydney Region Before 1788, (Sydney: Kangaroo Press, 1989), 24-26. 
Anne Ross, ‘Tribal and Linguistic Boundaries: A Reassessment of the Evidence’, A Difficult Infant: Sydney 
Before Macquarie, Graeme Alpine ed, (Sydney UNSW Press, 1988), 42-53, Figure 2.3, Cassi Plate, ‘Walking 
the Parramatta Road’, It’s Time e-magazine, Whitlam Institute, University of Western Sydney, www.whitlam.
org/its_time/2/parrard.html (accessed 18/10/2006).
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The public stairway is therefore intimately related to the city’s topography and one feels that to 
walk Sydney’s stairways is to understand the changing nature of its terrain. It grips the landform 
as it ascends to conquer the large and sheer rock escaprments such as at Hickson Road (High 
stairs, Hickson Stairs, Gas lane stairs) or the Woolloomooloo ridge (McElhone stairs, Butlers 
Stairs, Hordens stairs). But it can also hug the land more gently, flowing more gradually up a 
seemingly softer incline (First Fleet Park Stairs, Victoria Park Stairs, Palace Garden steps). The 
perception of the user can be deceptive however, a stairway of moderate length in a parkland 
setting seems to be of gentler proportions to a long stairway between buildings but when the 
measured data in table 2.1 is compared it can be seen this is not in fact always the case. 
The sandstone base that underlies Sydney has been the single biggest influence on the occurance 
and typology of public stairs. Not only has it caused the topography for the city but once 
Europeans arrived it began to be used as a building material and this resulted in quarrying 
which not only provided the stone for many sets of stairs  but in the quarrying process, the 
topography became exagerated resulting in the need for more extreme stairs such as those at 
Mount Street in Pyrmont.
The stairway in Sydney has another relationship with the topography of the wider city, enabling 
the viewing of the surrounding harbour, its foreshore and the suburbs, hills and bushland that 
rise around it. This viewing of the city’s topography has a long history in Sydney and will be 
examined in detail in Chapter Six.
In addition to special topographic opportunities, Sydney presents special opportunities for urban 
history, not only because it is the country’s oldest urban settlement, but because its history can be 
traced in great detail from its European inception.356 A generating factor in the development of 
Sydney’s stairways was the rapid urbanisation of Australia and the development of the country 
from the urban centre out into the rural areas rather than urban centres developing from rural 
areas as has happened in most other world cities. Sean Glynn notes that prior to 1860, Sydney 
was transformed from “urban jail…into an administrative and commercial centre which played 
a crucial…role in the settlement and exploitation of the south-east part of the continent”.357 He 
cites the economic historian Noel G. Butlin: 
The outstanding characteristic of Australian economic history was…the exceptional 
rate of urbanisation of the local population and the extraordinarily early orientation of 
economic activity towards commercial-industrial specialization and the tertiary services 
of urban society.358 
356  Sean Glynn, Urbanisation in Australian History (Melbourne: Thomas Nelson (Australia), 1975), 6.
357  Glynn, Urbanisation in Australian History, 3, 4.
358  Glynn, Urbanisation in Australian History, 4.
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By 1891, two thirds of Australians were city dwellers. In America this proportion was not 
reached until 1920 and in Canada not until 1950.359 Butlin summarises:
The process of urbanization is the central feature of Australian history, overshadowing 
rural economic development and creating a fundamental contrast with the economic 
development of other ‘new’ countries.360
The early urban development in Sydney is borne out by the dates of construction for Sydney’s 
stairways. The earliest stairs from the government wharf (now demolished) date from prior to 
1810, with the oldest extant sets likely to be those at Mrs. Macquaries chair dating from 1816. 
Large numbers of public stairways designed and commissioned by the city council, date from 
the period between the late 1850s to the early 1890s. By comparison San Francisco did not 
undertake massive stairway building until after the earthquake of 1906, although some timber 
stairways had been built by the 1880s.361 A timeline that shows stairway construction in parallel 
with wider historical events in Sydney is shown in Appendix 1.
In Sydney the earliest stairways were constructed to resolve the transition from water to land 
necessitated by the unloading and loading of both people and cargo, and this manifestation of 
the stairway as threshold is discussed in detail in Chapter Seven. Governor Lachlan Macquarie 
arrived in the colony via the Government Landing Stairs in 1810362 when the settlement of 
Sydney had a population of 10,500, most of whom were convicts.363 Having crossed the threshold 
into the colony, Macquarie endeavoured to control potentially disruptive elements within the 
population by the implementation of a controlling urban plan, a grid of wide regular streets 
which included today’s George Street. An attempt to control movement in and out of the town’s 
boundaries was implemented with the introduction of toll gates.364
Whilst Macquarie’s plan to expand and modify the material form of the town was successful in 
many respects, it was thwarted in The Rocks, the rocky peninsula on the west side of Sydney 
Cove, by the topography of the area where the rough terrain made his ambition of wide straight 
streets impossible. In the probably fictitious tale “Settlers and Convicts”, the author, Alexander 
359  Noel Butlin, Investment in Australian Economic Development, 1861-1900, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1964), 6, cited in Glynn, Urbanisation in Australian History, 4.
360  Butlin, Investment in Australian Economic Development, 6, cited in Glynn, Urbanisation in Australian 
History, 4.
361  Bakalinsky, Stairway walks in San Francisco, 25.
362  The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Government Advertiser, Sunday 7 January 1810, 2.
363  James Broadbent and Joy Hughes eds., The Age of Macquarie (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 
1992), 134.
364  Rosemary Broomham, Vital Connections: A History of NSW Roads from 1788, (Sydney: Hale & 
Iremonger, 2001), 34.
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Harris, describes walking around the town of Sydney in the 1820s.365 His description of The 
Rocks area supports the supposition that it was here that public stairways developed early as 
part of the pedestrian network where rows of houses looked down to the harbour over each 
other’s rooves with “a moderately wide street” in front of each row. The streets here had so 
many rock shelves that they were “of little use except to foot-passengers; and even to require 
for their accommodation, in many places, sets of steps cut in the rock or laid more regularly by 
the mason”.366 This reflects the early years of what was to become a long history of sandstone 
stairways in Sydney that reached heights of aesthetic complexity in the Victorian period. The 
difficult topography of The Rocks was “nothing more than a bare mass of white sandstone, 
often rising in successive layers (like steps of stairs) from the bottom to the top of the ridge”.367 
The earliest stairways were probably not planned, laid out and constructed with the official 
knowledge and approval of the Governor. It is more likely that they were located as and when the 
need arose by the local residents, ignoring any rules of planning established by the authorities. 
In the late eighteenth and well into the nineteenth century, rules for planning were devised and 
applied by a specific class of colonial gentleman, often, especially in the early years, one with 
a military background. The needs, concerns and experiences of the varied inhabitants were 
addressed in terms of the priorities of this gender and class if they were in fact addressed at all. 
It is noteworthy that Joseph Fowles’s illustrations of the town in 1848 do not cover large areas of 
The Rocks and showed no housing of the poorer inhabitants, although these made up the bulk 
of the population. 
Whilst by today’s standards the circulation network of the town in the 1820s may seem poor, 
it was not inferior to that generally experienced in Europe at the time, where the ideas and 
techniques of John McAdam were only just starting to take effect.368 Roads of a sort began to 
be constructed from the earliest days of the colony with perhaps the first being that out to the 
Brickfields369 and in May of 1788 a road was built to connect the recently completed wharf with 
the new storehouse.370
Whilst roads, bridges and wharves began to be built early in the days of the colony, Sydney’s 
first major infrastructure project, undertaken to improve the circulation network and streets for 
365  See Foreword by Manning Clark in the 1964 Edition for a discussion on the authorship of this work.
366  Harris, Settlers and Convicts, 2.
367  Cunningham, Two Years in New South Wales, 28, 29.
368  M. G. Lay, Ways of the World: A History of the World’s Roads and of the Vehicles That Used Them, 
(Sydney, Primavera Press, 1992), 75-83; Rosemary Broomham, Vital Connections: A History of NSW Roads 
from 1788, (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 2001), 19.
369  George B. Worganm Journal of a First Fleet Surgeon The William Dixon Foundation, 1978,37 cited in 
Broomham, Vital Connections, 16.
370  Collins, An Account of the English Colony in New South Wales, 23.
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both vehicles and pedestrians, was not completed until the mid 1800s. The development of the 
Argyle Cut was a complex undertaking of cutting, bridges and stairways. 
‘rude steps, clumsily excavated’:  
The Stairs of Argyle Cut
The topography of Sydney presented edge conditions at the shore line and obstacles on land that 
made circulation of both people and wheeled vehicles more difficult than a town on flat land 
such as Parramatta. This began to be addressed by modifying the landform to make circulation 
easier and more convenient by the use of stairways, cuttings, seawalls and land reclamation. 
One of the most significant obstructions for the movement of people, animals and vehicles in the 
early days of the colony was the ridge of rock that ran along the western side of Sydney Cove, 
The Rocks. This rocky spur meant the route from one side to the other was either a long way 
around by road or a strenuous and treacherous climb over the top.
The issue of not having a “safe and indeed any central avenue of communication”371 had been 
brought to public attention in The Sydney Gazette in 1804, where the writer noted that people 
needing to move from one side of the rocky spur to the other “must necessarily take a circuit by 
way of the new windmill; and can only accomplish their object by tracing at least four times the 
length of ground measured in a right direction”.372
By 1832 crossing over this rocky spur could only be achieved by “some rude steps clumsily 
excavated in the rock” linking upper and lower Argyle streets.373 Plans for making a cutting 
using convict labour were proposed by several local merchants and landowners. A design was 
drawn up by Edward Hallen that showed not only the cut but the bridges and stairways that 
would be necessary to connect the different levels of topography.374 
The plan came to nothing and little was done to improve or even maintain the public amenity 
of the area.375 Unmaintained, the “rude steps” further deteriorated and when James Maclehose 
wrote his Picture of Sydney and Strangers Guide in NSW for 1839, he noted that:
There appears to have been at one time a series of steps cut in to the rock, so as to 
render the communication between the upper and lower divisions of the street available 
371  The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Government Advertiser, Sunday, 5 August, 1804, 3.
372  The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Government Advertiser, Sunday, 5 August, 1804, 3.
373  The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Government Advertiser, Saturday, 11 February, 1832, 3.
374  Transverse Sectn [sic] showing the bridges over the cut to afford a communication for the streets above, 
across the same, 22 March 1832. SRNSW : CGS 13859, [SZ 468]
375  Fitzgerald and Keating, Millers Point the Urban Village, 29.
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to pedestrians; but these have of late years become greatly dilapidated, and are, in fact, 
dangerous to ascend.376
Figure 4.3 “TRAVERSE SECTION shewing [sic] the bridges over the Cut to afford a communication 
for the streets above, across the same, Edward Hallen, 22 march 1832”. State records New South 
Wales (CGS 13859, [SZ 468])
In 1839 Argyle Street still consisted of two parts. One section, to the west, intersected Fort, Prince, 
Cumberland and Gloucester Streets, and was called Upper, or West, Argyle Street. The east section 
passed from Harrington Street to George Street and was called Lower, or East, Argyle Street. By 
1842 the situation had still not improved, stairways still provided the only access. The Sydney Gazette 
requested that the “proper authorities…pay a little more attention” to the stairway, reporting that:
a poor little girl [was] almost killed on Thursday last by a fall occasioned by the delapidated 
[sic] condition of the steps, which might all be put in proper order by the work of two 
government men in two days at the furthest.377
The writer of the article also proposed that “a lamp should be erected in the middle of the stair 
to let people see their way on a dark night as the slightest stumble would send a person over a 
precipice”.378
376  Maclehose, Picture of Sydney and Strangers Guide, 79.
377  The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Government Advertiser, Saturday 11 June 1842, 2.
378  The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Government Advertiser, Saturday 11 June 1842, 2.
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It was not until the 1840s when General Barney was carrying out reclamation of the mud flats 
on the harbour foreshore to create a semi-circular quay and needed rubble and dressed stone for 
the purpose, that it was decided to push forward with the scheme to cut through the ridge.379 The 
work had begun initially using convict labour, but at the end of transportation in 1840, the work 
stopped and was not continued until after the council took the responsibility for the project, 
completing the work using labourers employed by the council.380
Figure 4.4 Frederick Casemero Terry. The Cut in Argyle Street. Hand coloured Steel Engraving dated 
1853. Photograph The Antique Print Room.
On 20 July 1842 the town of Sydney was declared a City and the City Council was established.381 
Among the new council’s many duties was “regulating the flagging, paving, and repairing, of the 
streets and roads, and … keeping the same clear from dirt”.382 This was to prove a difficult task 
379  Fitzgerald and Keating, Millers Point the Urban Village, 30.
380  Fitzgerald and Keating, Millers Point the Urban Village, 29.
381  Fitzgerald, Sydney 1842-1992, 23. Fitzgerald and Keating, Millers Point the Urban Village, 29.
382  Extracts from “An Act to declare the Town of Sydney to be a City, and to incorporate the Inhabitants 
thereof, 20th July 1842” in Fitzgerald, Sydney 1842 – 1992, 23.
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as whilst the Sydney sandstone was beautiful to look at and easy to work, making it desirable for 
buildings, it was unsuitable for heavily trafficked surfaces such as road works or stairway treads. 
Where flagstones and gutters were constructed of sandstone they generally soon wore away.383
Figure 4.5 Plan of Argyle Street and surrounds based on Dove’s Map of 1880 and Trigonometrical 
Survey plans of 1865. JPA&D Pty Ltd 2013.
The streets of The Rocks did not improve quickly. In 1858, almost twenty years after the 
observations of Maclehose, William Stanley Jevons when describing The Rocks in his Social 
Survey of Sydney wrote: 
There are also several cross lanes or passages, the ascent of which is sometimes facilitated 
by steps… in reality these streets are at least not roads, being scarcely traversable by 
vehicles, and destitute of all signs of forming, metalling, guttering, sewering.384 
He went on to note that the 
greater part of the fall occurs between Cumberland Street and George Street and the incline 
is here so sharp that horses and carts cannot ascend, and flights of steps are erected in 
several places. All kinds of business are therefore precluded and this rocky slope, from its 
disadvantageous form and position, has been given up entirely to cottages of the lowest order. 
383  Fitzgerald, Sydney 1842 – 1992, 39.
384  William Stanley Jevons Journal 7 October 1858 quoted in Flannery, The Birth of Sydney, 289.
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All extraneous traffic too is shut out from these streets, partly because they are actually or 
in effect closed at the north end and partly because of their steep slopes and ruggedness.385 
It was the nature of the topography that kept The Rocks a predominantly pedestrian area for 
much longer than other parts of the City. 
Merriman Stairs
The Argyle Cut was eventually completed in 1859.386 It provided a passage through the hill 
that joined Upper and Lower Argyle Streets but did not resolve a safe pedestrian connection 
to Princes Street. Princes Street, located high on The Rocks, had originally been known as 
Windmill Row.387 It was renamed by Macquarie and contained large and impressive houses, 
the homes of sea captains, ship owners, landowners, merchants, clerks and clerics.388 A solution 
was provided to the problem of pedestrian access with the construction in the same year of 
Merriman Stairs (DP020). Merriman Stairs were vital at this time as the stairs that previously 
linked the western section of Argyle Street to the ridge were now on the south side of ‘the 
cut’ and there was no way across until overhead bridges were built to reconnect the north-
south streets that had been severed by the ‘cut’. Until these were complete (Gloucester Street in 
1862, Cumberland Street in 1864 and Princes Street in 1867-68) the pedestrian’s only option for 
accessing the sections of the high roads such as Princes Street on the north side of the cut was 
via Merriman Stairs.389 
Merriman Stairs were constructed, to the rear of Holy Trinity Church, leading up to Princes 
Street. The specifications and drawings for these stairs were signed by Edward Bell, the City 
Engineer, in 1858. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the designers of the stairways in Sydney are largely 
unknown. For stairways that predate the establishment of the council little written or drawn 
documentation of the design is available. 
385  William Stanley Jevons, Jevon’s Social Survey of Sydney (ML) 1858 quoted in eds. Alan Birch and David 
S. Macmillan, The Sydney Scene 1788-1960 (Sydney: Hale and Iremonger Pty Ltd, 1982), 153.
386  Fitzgerald and Keating, Millers Point the Urban Village, 30.
387  Grace Karskens, The Rocks, Life in Early Sydney (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1997), 21
388  Karskens, The Rocks, 30, Grace Karskens, Inside The Rocks, (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1999), 130.
389  De Vries, Historic Sydney, 39.
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Figure 4.6 Harold Cazneaux, “Fairy Lane Steps 1910”, National Gallery of Victoria (PH198-1979). 
Merriman Stairs looking up towards Princes Street with Argyle Cut to the right of the picture.
The original drawings for many of the stairways dating from after the establishment of the 
Sydney City Council still exist, but generally only the signature of the City Surveyor or City 
Engineer appear on the documentation. It is likely that in the early years the stairways were 
designed and documented by these individuals, but there is evidence that in later years, assistant 
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engineers and draftspersons took on this role.390 The successful contractors for Merriman stairs, 
Thomas Bowman of the North Shore, Joseph Fogg of the North Shore, and Patrick Freehill, a 
baker of George Street,391 required a blasting licence as the landing and steps were to be “neatly 
cut in the rock”.392 Merriman Stairs remained until 1931 when they were demolished as part of 
road widening associated with the Sydney Harbour Bridge. 
Playfair Stairs
Playfair Stairs (TR031) were built on the east side of the ridge to link the higher Gloucester 
Street with Cambridge Street at the lower level on the south side of the Argyle cut. It is an 
unusually shaped stairway, which does not fit neatly into the stairway typologies outlined in 
Chapter Two. The stairway bends around the corner into Cambridge Street like an elbow. This 
unusual layout awkwardly abutts private property, suggesting that it is a site specific solution 
within limited space constraints rather than an attempt to establish a grand urban statement 
as was the case with other stairways designed by the council in the years that followed such 
as Sutton Stairs in 1866 and Moore Stairs in 1868. From the form of Playfair Stairs it would 
seem that the road alignment was determined prior to the stairway’s existence and that it took 
precedence over the stairway’s form. A stairway may not initially have been intended for this 
location but became necessary due to the large number of people, occupying valuable property 
on the heights of The Rocks that required it for access.
Playfair Stars can be seen on the Trigonometrical Survey plan drawn between 1855 and 1865393 
but does not appear on the City Detail sheets of 1855 although a wall is shown that encloses a 
space corresponding to the uppermost portion of the stair. It is likely that the stair was built in 
the early 1860s. They were “necessary for public convenience serving large numbers of citizens 
occupying valuable properties”.394 Although they were built “entirely on lands held by the city 
council”,395 a Mr. Hitchcock who owned the land adjoining the stairway, found that the lower 
flight, as it wrapped around the corner into Cambridge Street, cut across the corner of a window 
in the design for a new building he intended to erect there in the early 1890s. He requested that 
the Council demolish the stairway.396 It would appear that the Council refused to comply as the 
390  See the discussion of Chard stairs later in this chapter. 
391  Construction Contract, City of Sydney Archives, CRS 65/156.
392  Specification of work to be done for the Municipal Council for the City of Sydney in Excavating and 
Forming Footpath, and Cutting Steps on the North side of Argyle street from Princes street to Fort street. City 
of Sydney Archive 65/156
393  Trigonometrical Survey Plan, 1855-1865, Section B2.
394  Memo from George Merriman, City Solicitor, 31.3.1893, City of Sydney Archives 56/80.
395  Memo from George Merriman, City Solicitor, 31.3.1893, City of Sydney Archives 56/80.
396  Letter from M. M. Hitchcock to The City Surveyor 5.2.1892. City of Sydney Archives 56/80
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stairway remained for George Gibson of the Citizens Vigilance Committee to complain about 
the dirty state of it in 1904397 and it appears on a City Council plan dated 1905.398 The stairway 
was named after John Thomas Playfair, a butcher and ship’s provedore who was elected to the 
Sydney City Council in 1875.399
Figure 4.7 Playfair Stairs, The Rocks [Rocks Resumption photographic survey], 1901. Archives New 
South Wales (4481_a026_000169)
 He was elected Mayor in 1885 and served with the Council continuously until his death in 
1893.400 The naming of the stairway is consistent with the naming of other stairways such as 
Moore Steps (SY058), Chapman Stairs (FL001), McElhone Stairs (PP004), Caraher Stairs 
(DP019) and Merriman Stairs, all of which were named after aldermen or mayors of the city.
397  City Surveyor’s office Minute Paper, 12th Sept 04, City of Sydney Archives, 1417/04.
398  Plan of new Sections 8,9,10,11, City of Sydney,G1-57/10.
399  Ross Duncan, “Playfair, John Thomas (1832-1893)”, Australian Dictionary of Biography, Volume 5, 
(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1974), 448.
400  http://belindacohen.tripod.com/playfairfamilyhistory/id7.html (accessed 02/09/2012).
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The stairway’s location at the junction of Cambridge Street and Argyle Cut saw Playfair Stairs 
pictured in several paintings around the turn of the nineteenth century. This was a time when 
people such as the artist Julian Ashton and the writer Joseph Michael Forde, better known as 
‘Old Chum’, were concerned about the destruction of ‘old Sydney’ that was occurring due to 
resumption and redevelopment particularly around The Rocks and Millers Point area.401 In 1884, 
the upper section of the stairway linking Gloucester Street to Cumberland Street was rebuilt. 
The contractors were required to “remove the existing blue stone steps sandstone flagging and 
portion of old wall in Cumberland Street”.
Figure 4.8 Terraces, Cumberland St (71-79), c. 1909-13. City of Sydney Archives Demolition Books 
(NSCA CRS 51/499)
The new stairs were to have walls of brickwork with “[p]ier and copings to be of best bottom 
block Pyrmont” and “steps and landings to be of sawn bluestone”.402 The use of brickwork for 
a public stairway is unusual; they were at this time usually built out of stone or timber. Cement 
401  Paul Ashton, et al. Painting The Rocks, The Loss of Old Sydney, (Sydney: Historic Houses Trust, 2010), 17.
402  Contract No. 22/84, City of Sydney Archives, 65/1715.
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mortar rather than lime mortar were also used for this stairway, a specification that represents 
a change in the materiality of Sydney’s stairways. 
Sandstone, bricks and Mortar
The material heritage of a stairway is not limited to its fabric or the story of its original making 
but rather the many layered materialities and stories also of its remaking. The stairway as an 
object may be designed several times before it is built, as was the case with Moore’s Stairs, and 
once made it is likely to be maintained encompassing many varieties of material and technique. 
By understanding the object of the stairway as an entity that changes over time and not as fixed 
forever in the form of one time period, we can begin to see the movement, growth and change of 
the urban fabric at a detailed level. This gives us an understanding beyond simply the creation of 
the new object. The stairway can illuminate advancements in technologies and changes in work 
practices, reflect the level of prosperity of the city, the social initiatives of governments and the 
concerns of the community with regard to issues of safety and equity of access. The sandstone 
stairways of the Victorian era reflect the general economic growth of the period. They have 
a high level of detailing and labour intensive masonry work with the stonework finish often 
‘drafted and axed’403 on the outside face and ‘draft and dabbed’404 on the inside face of the 
stairway. They have ornate wrought iron lamp frames, carved sandstone end piers and steel 
handrails with detailed brackets and end conditions. Cast iron bollards are on occasion located 
on the larger stairways such as Butler’s (PP002) or Windmill Stairs (MP025).
Technological and material developments occurred in the Victorian period that changed the 
design of public stairways in Sydney. Two significant developments were the development of 
increasingly reliable lighting, first by gas and then by electricity, and the introduction of cement, 
concrete and then reinforced concrete.Like the city’s buildings, the city’s stairways are notable 
for the use of sandstone. Many stairways have been cut from the sandstone bedrock. The stairs 
neighbouring Cadman’s Cottage (TR039), Cumberland Place Stairs (TR027), Hickson Stairs 
(DP007), Merriman Stairs DO020), several sets of stairs at Mrs Macquarie’s Point (SY100 
& SY101) and Tarpien Way Stairs (SY066) have all been cut in part or whole from the living 
rock, and sandstone has continued to be used for stairways in various ways throughout the 
city’s history. The suitability of Sydney sandstone for building was noted by Captain Cook, and 
despite the lack of imported tools suitable for the purpose, quarrying for building stone began 
from the earliest days of the colony with a ‘Stone Quarry’ being shown at the head of the eastern 
403  Specification for works for Carahers stairs, City of Sydney Archives, 65/459, Specification for works for 
Butler’s stairs, City of Sydney Archives, 65/618.
404  Specification for works for Beare’s Stairs, City of Sydney Archive, 65/1623, Specification for works for 
Butlers stairs, City of Sydney Archives, 65/618, Specification for works for O’Heare’s stairs, City of Sydney 
archive, 65/1813, Specification for works for Moore stairs, City of Sydney archive, 65/517
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headland of the Cove on the “Map of Sydney Cove Port Jackson from 1788”.405 Shortly after, 
stone began to be quarried at several locations in the area of The Rocks. Early quarrying was 
carried out near the surface of outcrops and as such the stone was soft and weathered quickly.406 
Sandstone stair treads did not prove sufficiently robust and only those stairs cut into the living 
rock or very early stairways, generally dating from before 1860, had their steps in sandstone.
Figure 4.9 Detail of construction work at Circular Quay, c. 1868. Powerhouse Museum, Tyrell 
Collection (00g03207) 
Very quickly stairways began to be specified as having steps of “approved granite or stone 
commonly known as Melbourne blue stone”.407 Melbourne bluestone is a basalt and while some 
405  Sketch & Description of the Settlement at Sydney Cove Port Jackson in the County of Cumberland taken 
by a transported Convict on the 16th April, 1788 which was not quite 3 Months after Commodore Phillips 
Landing there. Reproduced in Kelly and Crocker, Sydney Takes Shape, 2.
406  NSW Public Works Department, “Sydney Sandstone Finishes and Forms” n.d. c1993
407 Archives of The City of Sydney, CRS 65/517. Specification for the construction of Moore Stairs dated 26th 
may 1868
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critics of the time believed that the bluestone was too ‘funereal’ for public buildings it proved to 
be sufficiently hard to perform well in high wear situations such as steps.408
The development from sandstone steps to Melbourne bluestone steps can be seen in a comparison 
of two specifications for two different designs for Moore’s Stairs (SY058) at East Circular Quay. 
In 1866 a design by the City Engineer, Edward Bell, was drawn up for the stairway, showing a 
single flight of ‘bottom block Pyrmont stones’ to a mid-landing. From the landing the stairway 
divided into two and rose in separate flights to Macquarie Street, where the space between 
the flights was crowned with a wrought iron lamp frame that carried a central gas lamp. A 
building contract was drawn up and executed in March 1867. All three flights were contained 
by a sandstone balustrade of ashlar blocks “drafted and dabbed on both sides” and topped with 
a half-round coping, a common detail for stairways of the period.409 At the Macquarie Street 
level, sandstone flagging continued out across the footpath to the kerb, providing a contrast to 
the general pavement and signifying the entry point to the stairway. The whole structure was 
within a reserve twenty feet wide and supported on sandstone arches. This elaborate stairway 
design was never built due to the contestation over the land ownership which will be discussed 
in Chapter Five.
The biggest problem for early masonry construction in Sydney had been obtaining lime for 
mortar. Sydney initially obtained its lime from seashells collected by convict women along the 
shoreline and from Aboriginal middens in the area. As supplies dwindled around Sydney Cove, 
shells were gathered from further away on the shores of the Hunter River and its surrounding 
Aboriginal middens. These shells were shipped to Sydney to provide the stock of lime. Rock 
lime was found in New South Wales following the crossing of the Blue Mountains in 1813 but 
it was only in the 1860s, when the building of the Southern Railway provided easy access to 
inland sources of limestone, that rock lime began to replace shell lime, a process that was all but 
complete by 1880.410 The changes in mortar usage can be traced in some of Sydney’s stairways. 
In the specification for Butler’s Stairs dated 1869 the mortar was to “be composed of best fresh 
burnt shell lime properly mixed with fresh sharp clean sand in the proportion of one of lime to 
two of sand”.411 In 1883, the specification for Beare’s Stairs calls for the stones “to be laid in best 
stone lime mortar”412 and by 1890 the specification for Hohnen’s Stairs required that the stones 
408  Henry J. Cowan, Wattle & Daub to Concrete & Steel The Engineering Heritage of Australia’s Buildings 
(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1998), 46-48.
409  See also Merriman stairs, Carahers Stairs, Hill stairs and Butlers stairs
410  Cowan, Wattle & Daub, 11.
411  Specification of work to be done in constructing and completing Steps leading from Brougham street to 
Victoria street. Sydney city council archive 65/618
412  Specification for Constructing Steps in Darlinghurst Street (off Surrey St.),3. Sydney City Council Archive 
65/1623
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be “laid and pointed in approved Portland cement mixed with clean sharp grit sand”.413 Although 
cement was being imported from England by the 1840s, it was mainly used for foundations and 
hydraulic works such as Sydney’s first public sewer, built between 1855 and 1857.414
By the end of the nineteenth century Sydney had changed dramatically. Transportation had ended 
in 1840, the town had become a City in 1842 and in 1848 the military had moved from Hyde 
Park to Victoria Barracks, a move from the centre to the edges of the city that illustrated their 
declining role in maintaining order within the city. The economic boom that can be attributed at 
least in part to the discovery of gold in 1851 began to change the morphology of the city. Stairways 
were part of the changing infrastructure of the city and helped to reflect its emerging status as 
a wealthy centre for commerce and trade that was significant on a world scale. Stairways such 
as Moore’s Stairs (SY058), Tarpeian Way Stairs (SY066), Merriman Stairs (DP020), Playfair 
Stairs (TR031) and Butler’s Stairs (PP002) were all part of the Council’s Victorian infrastructure 
boom. In the 1880s additional train lines were built, Redfern to Parramatta having opened in 
1855, and the tram system was established. This began Sydney’s shift from a walking city where 
people lived in and around the centre in order to be near to their places of work.415 By the end 
of the Victorian era the public stairway in Sydney had become an important element of the 
circulation system that contributed to defining what the future pedestrian network of the city 
would be and was critical to its urban morphology.
The materials from which a stairway is made, and the aesthetic realisation of those materials into 
the form of a stairway, evidence the history of the stairway’s creation and use. The materials, 
technology and craftsmanship available at the time of its making create an object that reflects 
the cultural climate of its time. The wear and repair that the materials of the stairway undergo 
can be seen on their surface and evidence the intensity of use the stairway has undergone.
Whilst a stairway is built initially as a complete and functioning object, it does not remain 
unchanged throughout its existence. Most of Sydney’s stairways have been remade in whole 
or in part several times and others have been altered using traditional or new work practices 
and materials to accommodate new technologies such as piped water, gas and electricity.416 
They have been altered and modified to provide access to a wider section of the population 
as changing standards reflect the expectations of society. They are upgraded, maintained and 
repaired due to damage caused by vandals, environmental erosion and the erosion caused by 
413  Specification for the Erection of Retaining Wall and Steps in Palmer Street for the Municipal Council of 
the City of Sydney, 2. Sydney City council Archives 65/2010.
414  Cowan, Wattle & Daub, 51, 81.
415  Jeans and Spearritt, The Open Air Museum, 110.
416  See for example the several additions of lighting to McElhone stairs and the use of Butlers stairs as a route 
for water pipes.
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many feet on their treads and hands on their handrails.417 So the contemporary materiality of 
a Colonial or Victorian stairway may consist of little visible original physical material. The 
existence of original material is important both for accurate historical research and for a sense 
of authenticity, an element that is strongly sought after in many tourist experiences.418 This 
conflict of the desire to retain and ideally view the original material and the necessity of safe 
access poses challenges for those working with the city’s material heritage. It was a challenge 
that was effectively addressed by the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority at Cumberland 
Place Stairs in 1990. 
Figure 4.10 Cumberland Place Stairs showing original material and refinished stairway. Photograph 
Ross Thornton 2012
Cumberland Place Stairs (TR027), located at the southern end of Cambridge Street, consists 
of four flights that connect Harrington Street at the lower level with Gloucester Street at the 
upper level. The lowest flight from Harrington Street is divided in two by a central handrail and 
the original sandstone steps; worn over more than a hundred years of pedestrian traffic, it had 
been topped with concrete several times. Once the concrete was removed, exposing the steps 
417  See for example vandalism of Fleet Steps and Palace Garden Steps discussed in Chapter Seven.
418  Urry, The Tourist Gaze, 9.
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carved from the sandstone bedrock, one half of the flight was left with the historic material 
exposed, the flight chained off for safety reasons, and the other half was topped with a sandstone 
aggregate concrete. Other flights in the Cumberland Stairs had been previously refinished with 
early types of concrete and these material changes were retained.419 In this way Cumberland 
Place Stairs provides perhaps the most complete story of the stairways materiality from the 
original sandstone bedrock steps, through repairs and refinishing with early types of concrete 
to sandstone aggregate repairs that reflect a modern philosophy of heritage maintenance, a 
philosophy that embraces continued use. 
The access routes for pedestrians provided by the public stairway has also facilitated other 
elements of infrastructure including water and sewerage lines but the most visible services 
infrastructure associated with public stairways is that of lighting. 
The lighting of Stairways
The lighting of public stairways echoes the developments in lighting technology that affected 
the wider city. It also reflects an ongoing concern with danger, crime and anti-social behaviours. 
Lighting on public stairways is an issue closely linked to that of safety and security and it has 
been the cause of many letters to the Council and the occasional editorial in the newspaper. 
In the early days of the colony lighting of the public domain at night was non-existent. As the 
government took on a greater responsibility for the public domain lighting began to appear on 
a limited basis by oil lamps, but oil lamps required someone to light them every night. As an 
article in The Sydney Gazette of Tuesday 6th October 1840 points out:
Argyle Street.—We most particularly beg to draw the attention of the authorities to the state 
of Argyle-street, at the steps erected behind the Custom house, leading into Gloucester-
street. The lamp which at one time used to “lighten their darkness,” is now not attended to, 
never having been lighted for this some time past. This is one of the most dangerous places 
about Sydney during night.420
By 1846 gas pipes had been extended in the central business district from Argyle Street to 
Campbell Street421 and gas lamps formed part of the design for Moore Stairs in 1868.
Electric lighting was first used in Australia in celebration of the marriage of the Prince of Wales 
on 11 June 1863. Lighting was provided by carbon-arc lamps and were erected at the Electric 
Telegraph Office and on Observatory Hill. The rest of the city was illuminated by a combination 
419 Sydney Cove Authority, Rocks Newsletter, Autumn 1990, 9.
420  The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, Tuesday 6th October 1840,2.
421  Don Fraser ed., Sydney: From Settlement to City: An Engineering History of Sydney (Sydney: Engineers 
Australia, 1989), 112-3
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of gas and oil lamps.422 During the late nineteenth century electric lighting depended mainly on 
private enterprise and in Sydney there were several small private electricity companies.423 The 
Municipal Council of Sydney Light Bill was passed in 1896. Its objective was to provide street 
lighting using electric-arc lamps. Pyrmont Power Station, built in 1904, was the first major 
power station to provide a public electricity supply.424
Lighting was seen as a means of controlling anti-social behaviour. Richard W. Richards, the 
City Surveyor, wrote to the Mayor in 1901 recommending that a lamp be erected on the steps to 
Watsons Road from Argyle Cut as he believed “ …the erection of a lamp on these steps would 
probably prevent indecencies that are now committed there”.425
The stairway has also been a route for sewerage and stormwater infrastructure. Examples of 
this from the early twentieth century can be seen at Hickson Stairs where channels have been 
cut into the sandstone wall of the stairway to conduct seepage and groundwater away from 
falling on the stair treads themselves.
At McElhone stairs, access covers on the landings of the stairway and a large serwerage vent pipe 
that rises like a ships mast at the top of the stairway evidence the presence of an underground 
sewer line that travels down hill by the route of the stairway.
 Over the history of the city, stairways have formed part of larger infrastructure projects, providing 
not only paths of pedestrian travel but contributing to the changes in the form of the topography 
of the city. They have facilitated communication and enabled expansion of residential areas. 
Their materiality chronicles a story of changing construction techniques, work practices and 
technologies and confronts issues of safety and equity of access. Whilst the material heritage of 
these elements of infrastructure reflects only a portion of the overall heritage significance of a 
stairway, it is the tangible link in a seemingly endless story of past events and practices hosted 
by this particular type of pedestrian street. 
422  Cecil Edwards, Brown Power (Melbourne: State Electricity Commission of Victoria, 1969), 119
423  Edwards, Brown Power, 120-121.
424  Edwards, Brown Power, 121.
425  Letter from R W Richards to the Mayor dated 26th march 1901. City of Sydney archive 1901/998
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The development of Hickson road and 
its Stairways
The twentieth century saw a city whose population was, in addition to walking, beginning to 
move around using public transport. The city was faced with problems of slums and plague, a 
shipping and goods handling infrastructure that was seen to be limiting economic growth, and 
the pressure for a bridge to be built across the harbour was growing. The State Government saw 
the solution to these problems in the formation of a new body, The Sydney Harbour Trust, which 
was formed in early 1901 to administer the city’s port facilities.426 This in turn resulted in the 
construction of Hickson Road and its associated infrastructure. 
Hickson Road was an infrastructure project on a vastly larger scale to that of the Argyle Cut. 
It involved not only cutting away the rock of the cliff in 1909, but demolishing streets such as 
Clyde Street and extending others such as Munn Street.427 It created a massive new road at 
the level of the wharves, reformed Pottinger Street at the top of the newly made cliff and 
constructed bridges from the upper level, over Hickson Road, to the upper floors of the 
new warehouses on the wharves. In doing all this it employed hundreds of men.428 This two 
level design necessitated a great many stairways to connect the place where most of the 
wharf workers lived with where they worked. The State Government, in the form of the Trust, 
resumed “all the privately owned and municipal wharves from Circular Quay to the foot of 
Darling Harbour”429 with the intention of constructing wharf facilities to create a modern world 
port. Hundreds of properties were also resumed for ‘slum clearance’, it was thought by some, 
with the additional agenda of preparing the way for a possible future cross harbour bridge.430 The 
construction of Hickson Road involved extensive rock excavation which made part of Millers 
Point into a virtual island and necessitated the construction of bridges for Argyle, Munn and 
Windmill Streets.431 This massive rock excavation produced an imposing escarpment some 13 
metres high in places which separated the workers of Millers Point from their places of work on 
the wharves. The answer was the construction of nearly a dozen public stairways between 1901 
and 1925, impressive in both size and workmanship, which were cut through, wrapped around 
and constructed across the face of the escarpment. Once complete the stairways were vested in 
the City of Sydney Council which became responsible for their cleanliness and maintenance.
426  Birch and Macmillan, The Sydney Scene 1788-1960, 240-241.
427  Fitzgerald and Keating, Millers Point the Urban Village, 65, 67, 77, 81.
428  Fitzgerald and Keating, Millers Point the Urban Village, 78.
429  Fitzgerald, Sydney 1842-1992, 220.
430  Fitzgerald and Keating, Millers Point The Urban Village, 69. Peter Spearritt, Sydney’s Century: A History, 
(Sydney: UNSW Press, 2000), 14.
431  Michael Clarke, Sydney’s Engineering Heritage, (Sydney: The Institution of Engineers, Australia, 1999), 
21-22.
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The stairways were usually located at connections to streets on the high ground, thus channelling 
workers most directly from their homes to the docks. This resulted in stairways constructed at 
Napoleon Street (SY044), High Street (MP013), Munn Street (MP012) and the end of Kent 
Street (MP025). Paul Davies, author of the Millers Point and Walsh Bay Heritage Review Final 
Report, outlines the significance of these stairways: 
The steps demonstrate the impact of the pedestrian networks within Millers Point and 
Walsh Bay and represent a pattern of historic use and access specifically related to moving 
large quantities of workers at peak periods.432
The infrastructure project of Hickson Road fundamentally changed patterns of pedestrian 
movement at the city’s western edge. They were a mechanism for getting large numbers of 
wharf labourers to the wharves from their residences in Millers Point and The Rocks in a 
controlled fashion. Without these connections there would have been no direct access between 
housing and place of work, no pedestrian connection between the top of the escarpment and 
the docks of the waterfront and the economic history of the area and perhaps the country would 
have been vastly different.
The first phase of the Hickson Road project, which was named after The Sydney Harbour Trust’s 
Chief Commissioner, Robert Hickson, was constructed from Dawes Point to Sussex Street 
between 1901 and 1921.433 The Sydney Harbour Trust also built wharves, housing, shops, a tea 
room, pubs and a power station as part of the development of the Darling Harbour waterfront.434 
The road was further extended around Dawes Point to connect with George Street North in 
conjunction with the building of the Sydney Harbour Bridge.435 
The stairways of Hickson Road are generally long, but comparatively narrow. They have cast 
iron balustrades and steel pipe handrails with terminating curled ends of sometimes surprisingly 
detailed workmanship. They are often cut out of or framed by the living rock face with its 
associated water seepage and accompanying ferns and mosses. In at least one instance, on 
Hickson Stairs (DP007), drainage grooves have been cut into the rockface in an attempt to limit 
the amount of seepage water that drips onto the stairway. Some of the stairways of Hickson 
Road also have carved Sydney sandstone piers at the head and foot and iron bollards to guard 
the entry points.  
432  Paul Davies Pty Ltd, Millers Point Area Heritage Database, SHI Number 2426268, 2006
433  Broomham, Vital Connections, 91.
434  Fitzgerald and Keating, Millers Point: The Urban Village, 79 -81.
435  Fitzgerald and Keating, Millers Point: The Urban Village, 73.
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Figure 4.11 Civic Survey Map 1938-1950 showing Hickson Road and some of the associated 
stairways. City of Sydney
The tallest public stairway in Sydney, appropriately called ‘High stairs’ (MP013), connects 
High Street with Hickson Road. Further along towards Dawes Point, Hickson Stairs (DP007), 
built between 1912 and 1914, are connected with works to widen George Street North that was 
necessary for effective access to Hickson Road and Pier 1.436
436  Paul Davies Pty Ltd, Millers Point Area Heritage Database SHI Number 2426284,2006
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Figure 4.12 Measured drawing of High Stairs. JPA&D 2012
It was not until 25th January 1923 that the north section of Hickson Road was “declared a public 
highway under the management and control of the Municipal Council of Sydney”.437 On the 
same date Hickson Steps were also vested in the Council.438
The second phase of works to extend Hickson Road around Dawes Point to link up with George 
Street North included additional stairways. These stairways generally appear to be less austere 
than their predecessors along Hickson Road with sandstone piers and balustrades to stairways 
that today take the pedestrian through grassed levels of parkland (DP001, DP003, DP004).
The development of Hickson Road saw a new material being used in the construction of 
stairways—reinforced concrete. The Annandale Aqueduct, built in 1896, was the first structure 
to use reinforced concrete in Australia. It used the Monier patent method, the same method 
used for the bridges over Hickson Road,439 and the success of the aqueduct introduced the use 
of reinforced concrete to Australia.440 Several of the stairways on Hickson Road also have a 
concrete component. The stairway (DP006) on the curve where Hickson Road turns to go under 
the Harbour Bridge uses concrete retaining walls, pillars and copings with a “cement dressed” 
finish.441 Concrete had been used in Australia since the 1840s. Initially mixed manually with 
437  Plan G2-44 City of Sydney Archives
438  Plan G2-50/1 City of Sydney Archives
439  Clarke, Sydney’s Engineering Heritage, 20-21; Public Works Department Annul Report 1896-1897, cited 
in Significant Sites: History and Public Works in New South Wales, Lenore Coltheart ed., (Sydney: Hale & 
Iremonger, 1989), 183.
440  Historic Engineering Marker on the Annandale Aqueduct, Dedicated by the Institute of Engineers 
Australia and the Waterboard 1993.
441  Sydney Harbour Trust, Extension of Hickson Road at Dawes Point, Detail of Stairway. Sydney City 
Council drawing E3-237/1.
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shovels, concrete mixers only became common after the turn of the century and manual mixing 
was still used as late as 1911.442
Figure 4.13 Sydney Harbour Trust, Extension to Hickson Road at Dawes Point. City of Sydney E3-
237/1
Hickson Road and its associated bridges and stairways are part of the material heritage of the 
city that embodies urban planning ambitions, new building materials and new technologies. It 
is also a collection of sites embodying the intangible heritage of the area; patterns of pedestrian 
movement, work practices, employment practices and the ways people lived their lives.
Today both historic stairways and contemporary examples provide access from the transport 
hub of Wynyard down to office buildings along Sussex Street and Hickson Road. Whilst the 
rates of pedestrian traffic have changed for some of the Hickson Road stairways due to changes 
in cargo handling practices and the recent removal of the container wharves to Botany Bay, 
the large commercial office developments, such as KPMG Sydney Headquarters at 1 Shelley 
Street, Westpac Place and the Bovis Lend Lease headquarters at 30 The Bond (MP015), are 
seeing a new type of worker using the old stairways and new stairways being added. With 
442  Clarke, Sydney’s Engineering Heritage, 100.
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the Barangaroo development planned for the west side of Hickson Road, in the area formerly 
occupied by Sydney Ports and the Patrick container terminal, these stairways will again 
become increasingly critical pieces of infrastructure enabling pedestrian links between the 
city and the water’s edge. 
Chard Stairs and the  
widening of william Street
The examples discussed so far, Argyle Cut and Hickson Road, are examples of new infrastructure 
projects, newly constructed cuttings and roadways that necessitated the creation of stairways to 
make the project practically viable for pedestrians. The next example, Chard Stairs (DH003), 
differs in that it was not a project to create a new roadway but rather to widen an existing 
one that brought the stairway into being. This widening necessitated large scale demolition of 
buildings and the reworking of the topography.
The material existence of Chard Stairs evidences the infrastructure heritage resulting from 
the widening of William Street and gives us a point to enter the history of the hundreds of 
people this widening affected, which is intimately portrayed in Max Kelly’s book Faces of the 
Street: William Street Sydney 1916. Kelly provides a detailed historical analysis of the ninety-
four buildings on the south side of the street in 1916, their occupants, owners and customers . 
Kelly illustrates that whilst the wealthy who visited the street to shop or passed through on their 
way between the city and the developing eastern suburbs, came in carriages, those who lived in 
the boarding houses locally, walked - often down the roadway itself rather than on the footpath. 
William Street was created in 1830 as part of the road that lead to South Head, at which 
time its surveyed width was 41 feet.443 The Surveyor General, Major Thomas Mitchell, had 
prepared a plan for a wide straight street that avoided the steepest section to the east by 
passing through private property of the wealthy Thomas Baker. Baker objected, as did the 
Colonial Secretary Alexander Macleay whose property abutted Baker’s. Whilst the road was 
under construction and Mitchell was out of Sydney surveying, Macleay ordered the Deputy 
Surveyor to ignore Mitchell’s plan and the road was built up the steep ground of Darlinghurst 
Hill, avoiding the estate of Macleay.444 “Such was the power of private property when held by 
those of privilege.”445
443  Kelly, Faces of the Street, 19.
444  Kelly, Faces of the Street, 7-8.
445  Kelly, Faces of the Street, 10.
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This overriding of Mitchell’s plan by Macleay left a legacy of a street that was unsuitable “for 
heavily-laden vehicles by reason of its steep gradients”446 yet because it was the main route 
of traffic to the eastern suburbs, where several of the commissioners lived, and would assist 
in the development of the districts of Woolloomooloo and Darlinghurst in 1908, the Royal 
Commission for the Improvement of the City recommended that William Street be widened. 
It took several years for sufficient political power within the Council to make it possible but 
finally the day of resumption was set at 1st June 1916, with demolition to start three years 
later.447
Certainly the resumption and demolition necessitated by the road widening affected many 
people’s lives and livelihoods. It also created or increased topographical challenges in the roads 
leading into William Street. At the junction of William Street with Forbes Street, already steep 
before the road widening was undertaken, the widening increased the grade so that it was no 
longer possible for vehicles to use it and eventually this situation resulted in one of Sydney’s 
most elaborate stairways, Chard Stairs. 
Figure 4.14 Chard Stairs, 2012
In 1920, the City Surveyor, A. H. Brigg, wrote a letter to the Town Clerk, outlining the problem 
of the Forbes Street gradient. The letter stated:
In connection with the widening of William Street it will be necessary to close Forbes 
Street between William Street and Premier Lane. This is necessitated by the setting over of 
William Street 34 feet, which if carried out, will increase the grade of Forbes Street to such 
an extent that it would be dangerous to vehicular traffic. I have, therefore, had prepared 
four alternative designs which I submit herewith showing how this area might be treated to 
provide free access for pedestrian traffic.448
446  Report of the Royal Commission for the Improvement of the City of Sydney and its Suburbs, New South 
Wales parliamentary papers, 1909, xlix, cited in, Faces of the Street, 4.
447  Kelly, Faces of the Street, 16.
448  City of Sydney archives 750/20, letter from the City Surveyor to the Town Clerk, 12.02.1920.
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The closure was approved but it would appear that the City Surveyor’s designs were not well 
received as the City Architect was requested to provide “some more suitable design” to the 
Works Committee.449 
Figure 4.15 Retaining Wall & Steps Forbes Street, 1924. City of Sydney
449  Hand written note at bottom of letter. City of Sydney 750/20, letter from the City Surveyor to the Town 
Clerk, 12.02.1920
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In March of the same year, the City Architect and Building Surveyor, R. H. Brodrick, submitted 
two designs with associated costs but by June of 1924 nothing had happened and a property 
owner neighbouring the site, W. H. Chard, wrote to the council, pointing out, “that it would be a 
very great convenience to people desirous of getting access to Upper Forbes Street from William 
Street, if the proposed wall and steps were completed”, and hoping that they would start work 
soon.450 To move things forward W. H. Chard had commissioned the architects Pitt and Morrow to 
put together a concept for the stairway which he forwarded to the Council for its consideration.451 
William Henry Chard was a merchant who dealt in wool, skins, hides and tallow and was an agent 
for an American fur company.452 He wrote a book on the history of the Australian wool market453 
and commissioned the construction of the Chard Building on the Corner of William Street and 
Forbes Street to the east of Chard Steps. 
The final drawings for the stairway were prepared by the Assistant City Architect, J. H. Merriman, 
who initialled the drawings J.H.M. 21.6.24, and which were signed off by R. H. Broderick, the City 
Architect and Surveyor.454 (Figure 4.15) But whilst construction on the stairway began in December 
1924455 the electric lights that were an integral part of the stairway’s design (Figure 4.16) had not been 
fitted by May of the next year, prompting W. H. Chard to again write to the Town Clerk:
Owing to the fact that no lights are fitted on the new stone steps in locality named, people 
at night commit nuisance there (in solid and liquid form) and also hang about behind the 
steps & outside my building in Premier St., drinking beer, & making the place uncanny for 
Ratepayers [sic] and civilized residents.
It was not until 1986 that the stairway was named after William Henry Chard, a man who was 
instrumental in the creation of the most highly detailed and decorated stairway in the city.456
The destruction of existing fabric to build new roads and widen existing ones in an effort to 
address challenges of transport circulation became a more frequent occurrence as the city grew. 
Often the destruction was of people’s private property as was the case with the widening of 
William Street and the city’s most famous transport infrastructure project, the construction of 
the Sydney Harbour Bridge.
450  City of Sydney 2432/24, Letter from W. H. Chard to The Sydney Municipal Council, 09.06.1924.
451  Site Plaque
452  The Queenslander, 25.10.1919, 35 - 36.
453  William Henry Chard, Australian Wool Markets: Historical sketch, (Sydney: W. H. Chard & Co. 1926).
454  Although the site plaque says “The City Architect prepared the final drawings” this is not accurate, it is 
the initials of the assistant architect J. H. Merriman which match the writing on the drawing. The signature of 
R. H. Broderick, the City Architect, appears below the titleblock of the drawing. E3-92/3
455  City of Sydney, 2432/24, Letter from The town Clerk to Messrs Beat Brothers, 28.11.1924.
456  New South Wales Government Gazette No. 123, 25/07/1986, Fol. 3660.
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Figure 4.16 Chard Stairs detail, 2012
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destruction and Creation—Stairways 
and the Sydney Harbour bridge
The building of a bridge across the harbour had been discussed for many years prior to the 
realisation of the project.457 It was seen as a clear sign of progress and symbolic of the city’s 
maturity but its construction and that of its approach roads resulted in the destruction of Princes 
Street, with its shops, street life and large numbers of homes. In addition it directly or indirectly 
resulted in the destruction of several public stairways including Merriman (DP020), Caraher 
(DP019) and Playfair (TR031). Despite the massive destruction, the popular interest the project 
generated at a time of economic and social depression meant that it was generally well received 
as the construction process provided a free and entertaining distraction from the misery of 
everyday life and employment for many.458
Figure 4.17 Argyle Cut widening and the demolition of Merriman Stairs 1931. State Records of New 
South Wales
457  Fitzgerald and Keating, Millers Point: The Urban Village,73.
458  Carl Hooper, “Mythology and the Sydney Harbour Bridge”, Significant Sites: History and Public Works in 
New South Wales, Lenore Coltheart ed., (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1989), 142-159,
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Car aher Stairs and the remnant 
evidence of a demolished Stairway
One of the large stairways demolished as a result of the construction of the Harbour Bridge was 
Caraher Stairs (DP019). But this stairway was not demolished all at once, nor was it demolished 
completely. There are still small remnants of this stairway in situ. A fragment of the original 
material, part of the side wall and coping remain, and a darker colour to the brickwork on 
the building that was built while the stairway existed shows the outline of the stairway. The 
original sandstone coping that still survives high up on the northern boundary of what is today 
Darling House Hostel, providing aged care accommodation, presents the issue of whether such 
fragments should be preserved and given some level of protection.
Caraher Stairs were designed in 1867 by the City Engineer Edward Bell, “to lead from Princes 
Street north to Lower Fort Street”.459 It was comprised of three flights in a straight run and the 
stairs and landings were constructed of “bottom block Pyrmont sandstone”.460 The on-ramp 
to the bridge from the south caused the demolition of Princes Street and almost all of the top 
flight of the stairway, including the sandstone piers that marked its upper entry. The land that 
remained between the approach to the bridge and the rear of the properties fronting Lower Fort 
Street was acquired by New South Wales Railways for use as a substation and fenced off.461 The 
rest of the stairway remained but now went nowhere and by the Civic Survey plans of 1948 it no 
longer appeared on the map.462
A house built in 1843, pre-dating the stairway, can be seen at the bottom left of the stairway 
in Harold Cazneaux’s photograph (Figure 4.18) and still exists. The building to the right at the 
bottom of the stairway holds today the shadow of the stairway, a slightly darker colour to the 
brickwork where the stairway was for so many years.
When we combine the evidence of old photographs and physical remnants with the original 
construction drawings, Council minute papers, and letters from the curiously named ‘Citizens 
Vigilance Committee’ we begin to get a picture of the stairs and understand how they contributed 
to the city’s pedestrian network. 
459  Specification in the City of Sydney Archives 65/459
460  Specification in the City of Sydney Archives 65/459
461  Plan G1-73/1 Cof S Archives
462  City of Sydney, Civic Survey, Circular Quay Dawes Point, 1948.
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Figure 4.18 Harold Cazneaux, The Old Stairway, 1910-1940. The National Library of Australia
From a letter of the Citizens Vigilance Committee dated 10th July 1900 to the Town Clerk:
It appears that these stairs are the resort of people who continually lounge about them and 
cover the steps with expectoration, tobacco juice etc. It is also stated that frequently there 
are rotten eggs thrown on the stairs in addition to the dust and dirt caused by continual 
traffic. Under these circumstances we are directed to ask that they be swept at least once a 
day and that they be hosed with water twice a week. In their present state they are almost 
impassable to ladies who wish to keep their dresses clean.463
The complaint was referred to the ‘Inspector of Nuisances’ for action.
463  Letter to the Town Clerk from the Citizens vigilance Committee, 10th July 1900.
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Figure 4.19 Caraher Stairs c. 1901. State Library of Victoria (b28023)
This letter evidences the way in which the stairway was utilised at a particular historic period. 
It was heavily used, not only providing access for the ‘continual traffic’, which included ‘ladies’, 
but it was a place where people ‘lounged about’, chewing tobacco and spitting out the juice. 
This contrast of “ladies who wish to keep their dresses clean” and the people who lounged 
about chewing tobacco and spitting points to a mix of people of different social status using the 
stairway in a variety of ways until its demolition. 
As well as the destruction of stairways the infrastructure project for the Harbour Bridge also 
created new stairways. Bridge Stairs, a well designed and atmospheric space, provides access 
both below and up to the bridge. The ridge of land that was crowned by Princes Street had 
always proved a barrier for vehicles travelling east-west and vice versa. This obstruction was 
alleviated by the opening of the Argyle Cut in 1859 but pedestrians had always climbed to the 
ridge and down the other side at several points using stairways. With the construction of the 
bridge on-ramp, pedestrians no longer had such a variety of routes to choose from, and were 
now limited to crossing over via the Bridge Stairs, or under via Hickson Road and Argyle Cut. 
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Figure 4.20 Plan of The Rocks and Millers Point showing extant stairways 2013, JPA&D Pty Ltd 2013.
Yet with the demolition of Princes Street the practical need to climb up to its shops was also 
gone, the bridge not only removed the means of access to the ridge it also removed the primary 
purpose for that access. Other less tangible benefits such as the view and the physical pleasure 
of a walk were no match for the pragmatic considerations of Sydney’s rail and road transport 
systems which required the bridge’s construction.
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Bridge Stairs, a complex reciprocating stairway with its own stair tower, (MP004) were built 
as part of the Harbour Bridge project. The reciprocating plan form allowed the height to be 
covered in a relatively small footprint whilst providing generous landings from which climbers 
could look out through arched openings to views of the city in all directions. (See Figure 4.21). 
The stairways formed part of the work associated with the approaches before the bridge proper 
was begun. Today the section of the stairs that penetrates beneath the bridge from Cumberland 
Street and emerges at the junction of Upper Fort Street and Watson Road in Observatory Park 
has a ramped surface down the centre of the stairway to facilitate the wheeling of bicycles or 
prams up or down the stairs.
It is generally difficult to move a bicycle or pram up or down a stairway and usually results 
in the user carrying the means of transport. In recent years, however, several stairs have been 
designed or modified to accommodate primarily bicycles and occasionally prams. This can 
be done by the provision of a channel for bicycles, as is the case with a large stairway off 
Art Gallery Road (SY132) in the domain and another to the Orphan School Creek Reserve in 
Camperdown (CA002). For prams a ramp is necessary, and the ramped surface of the Bridge 
Stairs is the only known example of this type in the city.
Since the early infrastructure developments in the colony, such as the Argyle Cut, public stairways 
have helped to resolve the difficult topographical transitions that have resulted for pedestrians. 
The stairways have facilitated pedestrian movement in association with the development of 
cuttings and quarries, new roads, the widening of existing roads and the construction of bridges 
and overpasses and footbridges that have resulted from the creation of roads for motor vehicles. 
The public stairway is a critical piece of infrastructure without which the pedestrian network in 
Sydney would be disjointed and ineffective.
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Figure 4.21 Bridge Stairs. Photograph Ross Thornton, October 2012
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Chapter five
Mcelhone Steps:  
the Stairway as Street
Figure 5.1 Sali Herman, McElhone Stairs, 1944. Oil on Canvas. National Gallery of Australia
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for all that passes, passes by the stairs, 
and all that comes, comes by the stairs: 
letters, announcements of births, 
marriages and deaths, furniture 
brought in or taken out by removers, 
the doctor called in an emergency, 
the traveller returning from a long 
voyage. it’s because of that that the 
staircase remains an anonymous, 
cold, and almost hostile place.464
464  Georges Perec, Life a Users Manual, (London: Collins Harvill, 1988), 3. f.p. Hachette, 1970.
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writing on the City and the Street
As an element of urban infrastructure, the most basic purpose of the stairway is to facilitate the movement of pedestrians from one topographical level to another. But Perec’s quotation, cited at the beginning of this chapter, regarding the internal staircase 
of an apartment building can equally apply to the public stairway which by forming an exclusively 
pedestrian street, fosters its own ‘street life’, one that is removed from vehicular traffic and is 
conducted on the built elements of the stairway. Like the more conventional street typology, the 
stairway’s creation and use is conditioned by ideas of the public and the private realms, which 
allow or prohibit the movement of traffic, the access and setting for residences, the conducting 
of commercial activities and the acting out of both social and anti-social behaviours.
This chapter reviews literature on the street, and the stairway as street, taking McElhone 
Stairs in Woolloomooloo to the east of the city as an example. The circumstances of this 
stairway’s creation are summarised, before its use as a pedestrian street is analysed through 
its appearance in art, literature and actual events. The analysis of McElhone Stairs leads to 
a wider examination of the publicly accessible stairway, where private individuals have an 
impact on the public realm, and the public realm affects private individuals and their property. 
In these spaces the boundaries of what is public and what is private are often blurred. Not all 
urban stairways are publicly owned, they are also in private ownership yet accessible to the 
public under certain conditions. 
The nature of the stairway as a street within the context of the public and the private realms 
requires an examination of the changing concepts of ‘public’ and ‘private’. Several authors 
have provided detailed histories of the changing understanding of these terms whose modern 
meanings began to solidify in the early nineteenth century.465 
465  Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, (Chicago & London: The University of Chicago Press), 1958, 
41; Richard Sennett, The Fall of Public Man: on the Social Psychology of Capitalism, (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, Inc. 1977), 16.
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Iconic texts such as Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition, Henri Lefebvre’s The Production 
of Space and the work of Richard Sennett provide a thorough and detailed discussion of issues 
concerning the public and private realms.466
Arendt’s The Human Condition was first published in 1958 and considers modern humanity 
from the point of view of the actions of which we are capable, revealing the paradox that as we 
gain greater power through knowledge and technology we are less able to control the outcomes 
of our actions. Part of her investigation of this argument is an examination of the history and 
state of the public and private realms at the time of her writing, 1958. Arendt challenges our 
implicit acceptance of ways that we think and behave. One of the concepts she questions is that 
there is one unified mankind occupying the planet.467 Rather, she argues, the earth is populated 
by individuals not by one homogeneous ‘public’. By extension, therefore, there can be no one 
homogeneous group known as ‘the pedestrian’. This seems obvious, yet many authors speak of 
‘the public’ and ‘the pedestrian’ as if these masses were comprised of identical human beings 
with identical likes and dislikes, abilities and disabilities, interests and annoyances. An effective 
investigation of the stairway as street requires a recognition of the diversity of people that 
make up the category of both ‘public’ and ‘pedestrian’. Like the later work of Richard Sennett, 
Arendt draws on Ancient Greek and Roman civilisations to explore the origin of the distinctions 
between the public and private realms, a historical basis which she uses to reveal the changes to 
these realms that have occurred in Western democratic societies. 
Issues of public space and private space are only two aspects of space with which Henri Lefebvre 
deals in the complex work The Production of Space. Originally published in French in 1974, with 
the first English translation appearing in 1991, this work attempts to explain how a wide range 
of types of space are constructed. Like Arendt, Lefebvre distinguishes between ‘use-value’ and 
a social value which is determined by “its ever-changing exchangeability”.468 Lefebvre refers to 
the work of Jane Jacobs, noting that Jacobs showed that the destruction of city streets caused 
many of the characteristics of urban life, that had been assumed were permanent, to vanish.469 
The themes of the public and private realms, space and the city were taken up by Richard Sennett in 
the 1970s with his first book The Uses of Disorder: Personal Identity and City Life, where he heavily 
466  Arendt, The Human Condition; Lefebvre, The Production of Space; Richard Sennett, The uses of 
Disorder: Personal Identity and City Life, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1973); Sennett, The Fall of Public 
Man; Richard Sennett, The Conscience of the Eye: The Design and Social life of Cities, (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1990); Richard Sennett, Flesh and Stone, the Body and the City in Western Civilization, (New York and 
London: W. W. Norton & Company, 1994).
467  Arendt, The Human Condition, 7.
468  Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 69.
469  Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 364.
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criticised the gated suburban enclosures of American cities, seeing them as replacing the active, 
sociable street life of the traditional city neighbourhood with an intensified, private family life.470
In 1974, Sennett published The Fall of Public Man which combined history and social theory to 
argue that the public realm has been overtaken by the private, psychic realm and in doing so has 
devalued both the individual and society. Other works by Sennett, including The Conscience 
of the Eye: The Design and Social Life of Cities and Flesh and Stone: The Body and the City in 
Western Civilization, also deal with issues of the public and the private in urban space and have 
been drawn upon in this chapter to inform an interpretation of the complexity of the stairway 
space and the activities and behaviours that occur within it. 
The works of Arendt, Lefebvre and Sennett are useful to a more specific study of public 
stairways because they see the possibilities and the realities of the public domain as an active 
and alive environment that has positive contributions to make to urban life and not only as a 
location for fear and danger, which is where some of the discussion about urban space and the 
public and private realms has focused particularly in recent years.471
In 1972 Defensible Space: Crime Prevention Through Urban Design was published in New 
York. Its author, an architect named Oscar Newman, argued that it was the failure to define 
territories that was at the heart of urban crime.472 This ‘defensible space theory’ “signaled 
the establishment of a new criminological subdiscipline”473 which influenced the direction of 
government policy on policing, crime prevention strategies and design of the public domain, 
both within and beyond America. In Australia, literature on the subject was published by the 
Australian Institute of Criminology in Canberra, from the 1980s onwards, notably Designing 
Out Crime: Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design.474 In 1994 an essay by the 
academic George Morgan, who has written on moral panic in Australia, looked at issues of 
defensible space in an Australian context. He pointed out that “moral panics around crime 
470  Sennett, The Uses of Disorder.
471  The ‘Designing out Crime’ initiatives, by the Office of Crime Prevention in Perth, are one example, 
and a conference paper given by Paul Cozens on this topic in 2005 had five pages, almost 100 bibliographic 
references for articles relating to public space and security. Paul Cozens, Designing Out Crime from Evidence 
to Action. Conference Paper delivered at “Delivering Crime Prevention: making the evidence work. Sydney, 
November, 2005. www.aic.gov.au/conferences/2005-cp/ Accessed 24/03/06.
472  George Morgan, “Acts of Enclosure: Crime and Defensible Space in Contemporary Cities”, Katherine 
Gibson and Sophie Watson eds, Metropolis Now: Planning and the Urban in Contemporary Australia, (Sydney, 
Pluto Press,1994), 85.
473  In Oscar Newman, Creating Defensible Space, Institute for Community Design Analysis, U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban development, Office of Policy, Development and Research, 1996, iii.
474  Susan Gleason and Paul Wilson, Designing Out Crime: Crime Prevention Through Environmental 
Design, (Canberra: Australian Institute of Criminology, 1989).
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surface with alarming frequency”475 and went on to outline the Larrikin Pushes of the 1890s, the 
desire to eradicate slums due to the ‘moral hygiene’ of the inhabitants in the early 1900s and the 
twentieth century planning strategies that looked to newly created suburbs for a solution. These 
suburbs in turn had problems of their own. Morgan references Sennett’s The Uses of Disorder 
to make the point that “while in the past it was the territory which was too heavily controlled by 
the local people which generated most public alarm, today it is the lack of control of those public 
spaces…which is at the heart of moral panic around urban crime”.476
Writing on the nature of the street is critical to the exploration of the stairway in this chapter. 
There is a well established literature on streets as urban form, as historic places and as habitable 
and social urban spaces. Works range from entire books on streets such as Bernard Rudofsky’s 
Streets for People, Allan Jacob’s Great Streets and Streets: Critical Perspectives on Public 
Space by Zeynep Celik et al., to chapters in urban history texts such as Spiro Kostof The City 
Assembled and Cliff Moughtin’s Urban Design Street and Square.477 Of all these works, almost 
none have considered the stairway street as a typology worthy of inclusion. 
Only a few authors who have written on public space and the city have addressed the topic of 
public stairways.478 The Danish architect and urban consultant Jan Gehl has written widely on 
the uses of urban public space and has consulted for many city authorities world-wide in an 
attempt to improve urban environments. In 2007 he completed a study on urban space and 
public life in Sydney. Gehl dislikes public stairways; a section of one of his books, Cities for 
People, is entitled “stairs and steps, no thanks”.479 In both Cities for People and Life Between 
Buildings Gehl portrays the stairway as a negative feature of the pedestrian environment.480 
To substantiate this he makes some large generalisations, writing as if ‘the pedestrian’ were a 
uniformly consistent being for whom “stairs and steps definitely represent a genuine physical 
and psychological challenge”481 and who “clearly prefer ramps”.482 His assertion that “it is the 
elevator that is most used if there is one” is given no circumstantial qualifications, implying 
that this is the case in every situation. Observation shows that this is not the case. If the vertical 
rise is only a short distance, one or two levels for example, many people will take the stairs in 
475  Morgan, “Acts of Enclosure”, 78.
476  Morgan, “Acts of Enclosure”, 84-85.
477  Rudofsky, Streets for People, Allan B. Jacobs, Great Streets, MIT Press, (Cambridge, MA.: 1993);. 
Zeynep Celik, Diane Favro, Richard Ingersoll, eds. Streets Critical Perspectives on Public Space, (Berkley: 
University of California Press, 1994); Kostof, The City Assembled, Moughtin, Urban Design Street and Square.
478  For example, Alexander, Lyndon and Moore, Kostof.
479  Jan Gehl, Cities for People, (Washington: Island Press, 2010), 128-131.
480  Gehl, Cities for People, 128-131, Jan Gehl, Life Between Buildings: Using Public Space, (Washington: 
Island Press, 2011), 134-135, 142-145.
481  Gehl, Cities for People, 130 
482  Gehl, Cities for People, 131
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preference to a lift. It is often quicker to do so, especially if required to wait for the lift to arrive; 
if there is a large crowd who will not all fit comfortably in the lift; if the pedestrian does not like 
confined spaces; if they are trying to maintain or improve fitness; if there is a person in the lift 
with whom one does not wish to associate; if those in the lift look threatening or unpleasant; if 
the stair has a particularly good view, or simply because they prefer to walk rather than stand in 
a confined space with strangers. There are many varied reasons why a pedestrian would choose 
to take the stairs rather than wait for a lift.483 
In his final report on Sydney, Public Spaces / Public Life Sydney, Gehl acknowledges the 
characteristically steep topography of the city, and the “interesting streetscapes” and views 
that this topography provides, and undertakes a detailed study of pedestrian traffic on primary 
streets, yet pays no attention to Sydney’s public stairways.484 This may be in part because the 
study concentrates on the Central Business District and does not include some of the major 
stairway locations such as sections of The Rocks and Millers Point or the Hickson Road and 
Woolloomooloo escarpments. There are, however, several highly significant stairways such as 
Moore’s Steps at East Circular Quay, Wharf House Steps and Bethel Steps in the Lower Rocks 
area and the Douglass Lane Stairway that are within the study area and yet have not been 
mentioned. This can be seen as indicative of how stairways more broadly fall into a blind spot, 
one that this dissertation sets out to redress.
In his book Life Between Buildings, Using Public Space, Gehl notes that whilst walking is primarily 
a form of transportation it also provides a simple way of being in the public environment.485 Yet 
he sees stairways, which are primarily for walking, as fundamentally problematic, noting that 
“differences in level represent a very real problem for pedestrians”.486 Images of people carrying 
strollers up flights of stairs accompany this text. Certainly the stairway is not the easiest type 
of pedestrian street to use, but they are not a “very real problem” for all pedestrians either as 
Gehl seems to believe. Gehl also ignores the many pleasures that people gain from the varied 
environment that a stairway provides. Stairways are utilised for recreational activities, some 
users deliberately seek out large stairways such as McElhone Stairs to test and improve their 
fitness, joggers are not infrequent on Sydney’s large public stairways. To dismiss stairways 
because they require more effort to negotiate or because they are inherently exclusionary is 
to miss the potential they offer for novelty and the welcome challenge that they can provide. 
A deeper examination of the public stairway environment uncovers not only the difficulty 
483  This can be observed very clearly at Railway stations during peak hour, where generally the only people 
who wait for the lift are people with a disability, the infirm or those with strollers or heavy luggage. In public 
space such as pedestrian overpasses where there is a choice of ramps, lifts or stairs people of average fitness 
will usually take the stairs because it is the quickest route.
484  Jan Gehl, Public Spaces / Public Life Sydney, City of Sydney, 2007, 11,27
485  Gehl, Life Between Buildings, 133.
486  Gehl, Life Between Buildings, 142.
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and inconvenience but a wealth of benefits, as Rudofsky observed in Architecture Without 
Architects: “The stairway can be an oasis; it is a street that can never deteriorate into a highway 
or parking lot.”487
Given that so little has been written on the stairway as street we need to turn to writing on the 
more usual street typology and the street’s role in the city. Work by the Situationists, Surrealists 
and Letterists had a lot to say about the street. The Dutch painter Constant Nieuwenhuys 
attacked the degeneration of streets into highways as well as the commercialisation of leisure, 
in an article he wrote for the Situationist journal.488 He also criticised mainstream planning’s 
oversimplified emphasis on zoning functions that led to a ‘dull and sterile environment’, 
contrasting this with the traditional urban quarter where streets are incidentally used as 
meeting places. He criticised the garden city because he saw it as reducing the direct relations 
between people and instead emphasised the circulation of traffic.489 The Situationists and 
Surrealists saw the street as a realm of possibility. 
The American journalist Jane Jacobs took up similar themes in her widely read book The 
Death and Life of Great American Cities—The Failure of Town Planning.490 Jacobs sites her 
discussion of the public and the private realms firmly within the practical context of town 
planning in America, arguing that it has failed and that a significant contributing factor 
to that failure is the lack of understanding of public and private space within the city. To 
evidence this argument Jacobs looks firstly at what a city is and what uses some of its various 
component spaces have: “sidewalks”, parks and neighbourhoods. She focuses her argument on 
what a good city needs: safety, interest and good economics. Assuming a modern definition of 
the public realm without the historically based understandings of Arendt and Sennett, Jacob 
divides the public realm into components: public buildings, public life, public responsibility, 
public space, public transportation, public housing and public characters. Of these, her writing 
on public space is of particular use to a study of public stairways with her observation that:
…there must be eyes on the street, eyes belonging to those we might call the natural 
proprietors of the street. The buildings on a street equipped to handle strangers and to 
ensure the safety of both residents and strangers must be orientated to the street. They 
cannot turn their backs or blank sides on it and leave it blind.491
Some of the individuals who make up the diverse ‘public’ have a physical disability or 
impairment. For people concerned with the design and use of public urban space, achieving 
487  Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture without Architects, (New York: New York Museum of Modern Art, 1964)
488  David Pinder, Visions of the City: Utopianism, Power and Politics in Twentieth Century Urbanism. 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 210.
489  Pinder, Visions of the City, 210.
490  Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of great American Cities. (Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin Books, 1972)
491  Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, 45.
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equity and universal access presents many challenges. Since 1981, ‘the Year of the Disabled’, 
and the amendment of the NSW Anti-discrimination Act in that year to include ‘physical 
impairment’, government bodies, interest groups and individuals have been working towards 
universal access.492 The focus of this work has generally been on access to buildings and 
public transport but equitable access to public space is also being addressed by the City of 
Sydney, the NSW Roads and Traffic Authority and disability support organisations such 
as Vision Australia.493 This work is also the central focus of some commercial enterprises 
such as Access Audits Australia and the Institute of Access Training Australia as well as 
a growing group of ‘access consultants’ who purport to be experts at auditing buildings 
and public spaces for accessibility and developing solutions to improve it. The desire for 
equitable public space is clearly problematic for public stairways, which are exclusionary 
by their very nature, but it is not an unresolvable issue as will be discussed later in this 
chapter. 
Having reviewed some of the literature that provides insights into ideas on public space and 
the public realm, the stairway as street and issues of access, this chapter will utilise this 
work to study the example of McElhone Stairs. 
Mcelhone Stairs
McElhone Stairs, constructed in 1904, is a large and well used straight flight urban stairway 
rising over twelve metres from Brougham Street, Woolloomooloo, to Victoria Street in Potts 
Point. Brougham Street connects to the Cowper Wharf Roadway, and then the wharves of 
the Sydney Naval Fleet Base and hotel and restaurant precinct on the waterfront. (see Figure 
5.3) The stairway is publicly owned infrastructure, the responsibility of the City of Sydney 
council. It is bounded by, and provides access to, private residences on the south side which 
have balconies overlooking the stairway. McElhone Stairs consists of three flights of steps, 
totalling 113 risers in all, and creates a well used pedestrian connection between the residences 
and tourist accommodation on the high ground of Victoria Street and the pubs, restaurants and 
wharves and the naval base of Woolloomooloo Bay and onward to the city and harbour. The 
straight plan form allows from the top, a clear view corridor towards the city and the harbour. 
The stairway has two intermediate landings, approximately 3.6 metres deep by 4.2 metres wide 
that provide access to, and egress from, the adjoining apartment block. To the north of the stair 
is a public open space at the lower level of Brougham Street which continues back to the cliff 
face, aligning with the high end of the stairs. This open space forms a void between the stairway 
492  The Royal Australian Institute of Architects, Advisory Note AN13.05.001, The Disability Discrimination 
Act 1992, The Implications for Architects, April 2001.
493  Vision Australia is an organisation that provides assistance and training for people who are blind or have 
low vision. www.visionaustralia.org.au
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and the Navy car park. At the top of the stairway is Victoria Street and located to the north of 
the stairway a very tall sewer vent pipe, looking like the mast of a ship, creates a utilitarian 
landmark at the entry to the stairway.
Figure 5.2 McElhone Stairs, Woolloomooloo. Photograph Ross Thornton, September 2012
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Unlike the public stairways constructed in Sydney in the Victorian era, McElhone Stairs is not 
constructed with solid sandstone balustrades but instead has balustrades of wrought iron with 
cast iron bollards, with a pier and lamp-post at the foot of the stairway.494 The treads and risers 
are of solid sandstone blocks but they have been repaired or topped with cement and concrete 
in various places. 
McElhone Stairs was built, in the early days after Federation, by the State Government and 
its history contains a complexity of land grants, sales, transfers and renaming involving local 
and State Government bodies as well as philanthropic individuals. This history of formation 
illustrates that the pedestrian link that exists today grew from a history of changing patterns of 
land use and still contains the traces of those patterns in its boundaries and physical form.
Figure 5.3 Plan of McElhone Stairs and environs. JPA&D 2013.
494  The foot of the pier is marked “J. Connolly Engineer & Blacksmith Woolloomooloo.” Gateposts with 
similar markings can also be found at the north end of the overseas passenger terminal on the western side of 
Circular Quay. Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority, SHFA Heritage register, Item Name: Cast iron railings, 
palisade fence and gate posts. www.shfa.nsw.gov.au/sydney-About_us-Our_heritage_role-Heritage_and_
Conservation Accessed 24/08/2011.
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In 1828, the Woolloomooloo hill was divided into ‘town allotments’ on the direction of Governor 
Darling. Each allotment was to have a residence built of a high quality set within landscaped 
grounds.495 The land on which McElhone Stairs now sits formed part of the allotment granted 
to Dr Henry Grattan Douglass, an Irish physician, who arrived in Australia in 1821. The grant 
was located between the grants to J. Wylde and J. Busby and extended from Macleay Street to 
the shoreline of Woolloomooloo Bay.496 A watercolour by Frederick Garling shows the Adelaide 
Cottage bathing pavilion built after the land was acquired in 1832 by Lieutenant Colonel 
Shadforth (Figure 5.4).497  The water where the bathing house stood was part of the property 
reclaimed for the construction of Cowper Wharf, and the site is now marked by the base of 
McElhone Stairs.498 
Figure 5.4 Wooloomoollo [sic] Bay near Sydney, Frederick Garling, 1835–1845. State Library of New 
South Wales (DG*D14)
495  Avryl Whitnall, Villas of Darlinghurst, (Sydney: State Library of NSW, 2002) ,3.
496  Freda MacDonnell, Before The Cross, (Melbourne: Thomas Nelson (Australia) Limited, 1967), 45; K. 
B. Noad, ‘Douglass, Henry Grattan (1790–1865)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of 
Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/douglass-henry-grattan-1987/
text2417 (accessed 2 January 2012).
497  MacDonnell, Before The Cross, 50.
498  Whitnall, Villas of Darlinghurst, 5.
Social climbing: THe ArCHiTeCTurAl, CulTurAl And HeriTAge SignifiCAnCe of Sydney’S PubliC STAirwAyS | 177
CHAPTer fiVe
John Henry Challis owned Adelaide Cottage by 1858.499 Between 1861 and 1863, the 300m 
semi-circular wooden wharf known as Cowper Wharf was built at the head of Woolloomooloo 
Bay. The wharf was constructed by the government for general use and a photograph taken 
during this period shows the building of the wharf from a vantage point that looks along a track 
which was possibly one later known as Challis Footway.500 (Figure 5.5) This footway was to 
become the site of McElhone Stairs. When Challis died in 1889 he bequeathed a large part of his 
estate, including the land, to Sydney University.501 In 1890 the land was “resumed by the crown 
for wharf purposes”502 under The Lands for Public Purposes Acquisition Act and vested in the 
Minister for Public Works. 
Figure 5.5 Woolloomooloo Bay, 1861–63. State Library of New South Wales, reproduced in 
Waterfront Sydney.
The lower part of the land was vested by the Minister for Public Works in the Sydney Harbour 
Trust under The Sydney Harbour Trust Act of 1900.503A footway and steps were built on part 
499  Whitnall, Villas of Darlinghurst, 5.
500  Graeme Aplin and John Storey, Waterfront Sydney 1860-1920, (Sydney: George Allen & Unwin, 1984), 
120.
501  The Sydney Morning Herald, Saturday 5 June 1880, 7; David S. Macmillan, ‘Challis, John Henry (1806–
1880)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/challis-john-henry-3186/text4779 accessed 22 August 2011; City of Sydney Plan 
G2-90.
502 City of Sydney Plan G1-24/3
503  City of Sydney Miscellaneous Books CRS 119/11/68
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of the land along the south boundary of the Challis property, connecting Victoria Street to 
Brougham Street. They were completed by August 1904 when they were placed under the 
control of Sydney Municipal Council.504 They were known as Challis Street Steps505 and in 
December 1905 the area, measuring 6 acres, 3 roods and 12 perches, covered by Challis Street 
Footway and steps was dedicated as a public highway.506 This shows that despite passing through 
various private and public hands, changing both ownership and use, the reality of the boundary 
line, the access route and the view corridor has persisted.
In 1918 it was recommended to council by the Town Clerk’s Office that ‘Challis Stairs’ be 
renamed McElhone Stairs and the change was approved on 10th September 1918.507 The stairs 
were renamed to commemorate John McElhone (1833–1898), a merchant and politician who had 
lived in Potts Point, where he died on 6th May 1898.508 Today the stairway still provides access 
from the heights of Potts Point to the wharves and the south side of the stairway still runs along 
what was the boundary of the Challis estate.
Once created, the stairway not only provided pedestrian access between residences and 
workplaces or entertainment establishments but developed an energetic street life through the 
wide variety of users: sailors, residents, prostitutes, business people, housewives, tourists and 
more recently those working to increase their fitness levels. This stairway has throughout its 
history provided a setting for human activity. Since the building of the apartment block to 
the south of the stairway in 1990 the observation of the theatre of the stairway has increased 
as “[r]esidents sip tea on their balconies and stare bemusedly at the fitness freaks punishing 
themselves on the 113-stair uphill climb.”509 In the late 1990s the owners of the terrace house on 
the Victoria Street corner of the stairs built balconies from the existing windows so that they too 
could overlook the stairway and out to the views of the city and harbour. 
The panoramic view facilitated by McElhone Stairs and the wide variety of experiences 
encountered on them, from the arduous nature of the climb, to the vibrant and colourful users, the 
sexual encounters and the physical dangers, have not only inspired the modification and design 
of the neighbouring built form but also writers, filmmakers and artists who have portrayed the 
stairway in a variety of ways. 
504  City of Sydney Plan G2-90
505  City of Sydney Plan G1-24/1
506  City of Sydney Plan G1-24/1
507  City of Sydney 3309/18
508  Martha Rutledge, ‘McElhone, John (1833–1898)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of 
Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.online.anu.edu.au/biogs/A050174b.htm accessed 21 March 
2011.
509  www.lonleyplanet.com/australia/sydney/sights/historic-site/mcelhone-stairs Accessed 06/01/2012
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The artist Sali Herman, who was interested in portraying the character of place, won the Wynne 
prize for landscape painting with his painting of McElhone Stairs in 1944510 (see Figure 4.1). 
Whilst Herman believed that the decision “showed that the trustees and judges were progressive 
minded”511 it was a controversial outcome; critics thought that the Sydney street scene had not 
deserved the award and criticised it “for the contemporary and prosaic nature of the subject”.512 
The art critic from The Sydney Morning Herald said it was “one of his weakest works, the 
staircase is monotonous and all the lines tend to run out of the picture”.513
Figure 5.6 Brett Whiteley, Steps at Woolloomooloo, 1958, pen, ink and wash drawing.
In the conservative Sydney of the 1940s, landscape was seen as countryside rather than cityscape. 
Moreover, Herman’s painting was seen as depicting slums, and The Bulletin disapproved of the 
melancholy of McElhone Stairs.514 Herman did not see the painting as a portrayal of a slum but 
rather as of the neighbourhood where he lived, having moved to an apartment in Wylde Street 
510  Daniel Thomas, Sali Herman, (Sydney and London: William Collins Australia Ltd., 1977), 11.
511  “Joshua Smith Wins Archibald Prize”, The Sydney Morning Herald, 20/01/1945, 4.
512  Thomas, Sali Herman, ,19; Hart, John Olsen, 69.
513  “Prize Portrait Disappoints”, The Sydney Morning Herald 20/01/1945, 4.
514  Thomas, Sali Herman, 21.
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in 1941. Herman saw in the stairway “an interesting variety of textures of paint: plaster, stone, 
rusty iron…the subject was the drama of a formidable staircase, how it can diminish human 
scale”.515 Later critics, however, have seen the work in a more positive light, with the art critic 
John Slater describing the painting as turning its back on Woolloomooloo so that it “leads us 
upwards to a sunny horizon and the relative affluence of Potts Point, the artists living there and 
the raffish buzz of Kings Cross, towards which all the pedestrians are climbing”.516
In 1958, a pen, ink and wash drawing entitled Steps at Woolloomooloo by Brett Whiteley 
provided a detailed and evocative study of the stairway and its surroundings with only shadowy 
suggestions of a human presence.517 (Figure 5.6) By 1964, twenty years after Herman’s Wynne 
Prize, the literal view of the stairway was rejected by John Olsen, who in painting McElhone Steps 
did not attempt to illustrate the physical appearance of the stairway but rather the experience 
of “the urban pulse of the steps as a transitional zone where sailors, soldiers and drunks made 
their way to the bright lights of Kings Cross”.518 The author Peter Emmett notes that “Olsen 
sought metaphorical associations to map its raunchy atmosphere and larrikin vitality with an 
array of demonic images from the life of the streets, fused into a totality of experience.”519 One 
of Olsen’s most successful lithographs was also created from his interpretation of McElhone 
Steps.520  (Figure 5.7) Whilst “Olsen described this print as primitive, brassy and very intoxicated, 
the perambulated narrative line that talks to the drunks, sailors and soldiers as it weaves its 
intriguing path down the steps” evokes the movement of the festive human bodies laughing and 
joking as they climb or descend.521 Olsen’s vibrant and lively works of McElhone Steps show 
us the human activity and life carried out on the stairway rather than the physical reality of the 
stairway itself.
The portrayals of McElhone Stairs by Herman, Whiteley and Olsen illustrate its fascination as 
a subject for contemplation and evidence McElhone Stairs as both part of an alive and active 
public realm and reflect attitudes to both the portrayal of the stairway as urban space and the 
activities which happen on it.
515  Thomas, Sali Herman, 20.
516  Slater, Through Artists’ Eyes, 145.
517  Sutherland, Brett Whiteley, 222.
518  Peter Emmett, Sydney Metropolis Suburb Harbour, (Sydney: Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales , 
2000), 109; Hart, John Olsen, 69.
519  Emmett, Sydney Metropolis Suburb Harbour, 109, Hart, John Olsen, 69.
520  Hart, John Olsen, 69.
521  Ken McGregor and Jeffrey Makin, John Olsen: Teeming with Life (Melbourne: Macmillan Art Publishing, 
2005), 12.
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Figure 5.7 John Olsen, McElhone Steps, 1964. Colour lithograph, ivory Arches wove paper, Art 
Gallery of New South Wales.
Today, the interaction between the public and private realms occur on McElhone Stairs in 
several ways. The comings and goings on the public stairway are viewed from the balconies of 
the private residences. There is the potential for positive interaction here, antics being played 
out on the stairs providing entertainment for the residents and shouted conversations with 
acquaintances or strangers passing by. On occasion, the public may affect the private space 
of the apartment block in a negative way by discarding rubbish in the garden beds, creating 
unwanted noise particularly at night and urinating in the entry ways of the apartment block, but 
the entertainment value of the stairway for the residents of the apartment block must be high, 
not only because of the activity on the stairway itself, but because the break in the building mass 
that it necessitates facilitates extensive views of the city which change with the cycle of the days.
Various aspects of the stairway’s use have been portrayed in Australian literature including 
the arduous climb and its pleasures. In the 2011 novel Five Bells the author Gail Jones 
expresses this mix:
As she climbed the steep steps at Woolloomooloo, Catherine huffed and puffed but felt 
pleased with herself for the effort, and for the muscular sensuality of her working legs. 
Pausing on a landing, she looked briefly behind her: the centre of the city hung like a 
vision in a silver panorama—the towers, all arrayed, the canyons between them, the bridge 
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in faint outline and the Opera House now obscured. The scrolling night would soon leave 
only the lights; the city would forget itself, become another kind of abstraction.522
The view from McElhone Stairs is one of its attractions, appreciated by film directors, writers, 
tourists and everyday users of the stairway.523 In 1954 J. W. Cartmel-Robinson, a resident of 
Potts Point, wrote a letter to the editor of The Sydney Morning Herald, thanking the striking bus 
mechanics because in being forced to walk to work, the author could take “a moment at the top 
of McElhone stairs to look at the fine view over to the Harbour Bridge”.524
The human activity and life carried out on McElhone Stairs can have a dangerous side. This risky 
aspect of McElhone Stairs is illustrated in an evocative scene in Matthew Condon’s novel The 
Trout Opera. The scene illustrates the power of a place to trigger memory, emotion and desire:
The closure had come a few nights earlier, on the steps leading down to Woolloomooloo …
near the sandstone steps down to Woolloomooloo he had an overpowering sense of déjàvu. 
Not just that he had been there before, at a similar time of night, when he was Juliet and 
plying his trade all over The Cross and Darlinghurst, but a déjàvu of want. A desire for 
something he thought he’d left behind. The thrill of the lure. The exposure to danger and 
physical harm. He felt it again at the top of those steps.
A stranger walked past. Before he knew what he was doing, he offered the man sexual 
favours, in the voice of Juliet. He wanted to be her again for just a moment. And to his 
surprise the man slowed, stopped and circled back.
‘Come on’, the man said, and proceeded down the stairs. Tick followed. At the bottom, the 
stranger, hands in pockets, stood to the side of the stairs, near the straggly pine trees and 
waited. It was dark. The shadows smelled of urine.525
International intrigue, of a non-fiction kind, occurred on McElhone Stairs during the Cold 
War. The stairway was one of the sites for the espionage activities of Ivan Fedorovich Skripov, 
First Secretary of the Russian Embassy in Australia. In 1962 he used one of the stanchions of 
the stairway balustrade as a secret drop-off point to conceal an aluminium message container 
intended for collection by another secret operative.526 
On September 17th, 1962, Mr. Skripov wrote to the Agent in invisible writing instructing 
her to pick up and deliver to him a container which would be found concealed under an iron 
post of the railings of the McElhone stairs, Wooloomooloo [sic]. She found the container 
under an iron stanchion of the railings of McElhone Stairs on September 19th, 1962.527 
522  Gail Jones, Five Bells (North Sydney: Vintage Books, 2011), 171.
523  McElhone stairs has been used as a setting in the films Kids Stakes, and Two hands, and in the novels An 
Angel in Australia, Archimedes and the Seagle, Five Bells and The trout Opera.
524  J. W. Cartmel-Robinson, Potts Point, “Walking to Town”, The Sydney Morning Herald, 13/09/1954, 2.
525  Condon, The Trout Opera, 343-344.
526  Frank Cain, ASIO An Unofficial History (Melbourne: Spectrum Publications 1994)
527  The Naval Review, Vol.L1, No.3, July 1963, 354.
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The container was recovered by ASIO agents and the photographs that they took are held in the 
National Archives of Australia.528 (Figure 5.8_
 
Figure 5.8 The metal container and the base of the stanchion under which it was hidden. National 
Archives of Australia (A432, 1963/2272) 
Skripov was declared persona non grata and forced to return to Russia. The story so fascinated 
the Australian public that the Woman’s Weekly produced a magazine article in February 1963 
using a staff member as a stand-in for ‘the agent’ and photographed her re-enacting the events.529 
Scripov’s use of the public stairway as a place of concealment for the information canister 
exemplified the use of public space for secret activity. People come and go without being noticed 
on the stairway. It is a place whose function is to enable the coming and going of strangers. 
The Stairway as Street
The activities on McElhone Stairs, both fictitious and factual, highlight the public urban stairway 
as a form of pedestrian street, a place of traffic, commerce, social exchange and communication. 
The invention of the street in its commonly understood form goes back at least as far as Khirokitia 
in Cyprus from the 6th millennium BCE.530 The most common form of contemporary street 
528  National Archives of Australia, Image No.A432, 1963/2272
529  The Australian Women’s Weekly, Wednesday 20th February 1963, 4-5.
530  Kostof, The City Assembled, 190.
184
MCelHone STePS : THe STAirwAy AS STr eeT
configuration comprises a paved way for travel, often divided into a pedestrian way and road way, 
and is lined on one or both sides with buildings that give the street its architectural identity.531 
In addition to an architectural identity, streets have an economic function and a social function. 
The purpose of the street has been summarised by the historian Spiro Kostof as being the 
accommodation of “traffic, the exchange of goods, and social exchange and communication”.532 
What distinguishes the street from the road, the very word derived from the word to ride, is the 
primacy traditionally given to the pedestrian on the street.533 A variety of architects, urbanists 
and critics have blamed the demise of the street on the rise of the motor vehicle, and the priority 
it is generally afforded over the pedestrian.534 Yet a pedestrian-only street does not necessarily 
equate to an enjoyable or safe street; there are more factors at play than just the removal of motor 
vehicles.
The stairway in its role as a street is also a site of contestation between public and private 
realms. This can happen in several ways: through legal disputes and general confusion over 
land ownership; by the encroachment of public stairs on the health and amenity of neighbouring 
private individuals and their property; through the colonisation or appropriation of public stairs 
by private individuals and groups; by the use of public stairs for private, anti-social or non-
public activities, when publicly accessible stairs are created on privately owned land, or when 
stairways on publicly owned land are restricted to certain users, for example, stairways on or 
through military bases. 
The Stairway as Pedestrian  
Tr affic route
On a purely pragmatic level, stairways overcome what otherwise can be unnegotiable terrain. 
They provide a clear route of pedestrian travel that is invariably a more direct route than is 
otherwise available. The stairway forms a passage for the pedestrian. The passage, both a noun 
and a verb, denotes movement, the act of passing from one place to another. The Situationists 
saw the word ‘passage’ as a particularly evocative term. Its implied sense of transitoriness, of 
movement and the notion of opening out onto other terrains.535 The stairway street performs as 
a passage in this way. Sydney’s public urban stairways seem to resist the desire to ‘sanitise and 
531  Jacobs, Great Streets; Moughtin, Urban Design Street and Square, Kostof, The City Assembled, , 189.
532  Kostof, The City Assembled, 189.
533  Lay, Ways of the World, 66.
534  Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities 17, Rudofsky, Streets for People, 45; Alexander et al, 
A Pattern Language, 121, 339, 340, Gehl, Cities for People, 5,131.
535  Pinder, Visions of the City,156.
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control’ that was so strong in the garden city schemes of Ebenezer Howard and the ordering of 
the “jumble of the city”536 favoured by Le Corbusier. Public stairs in Sydney seem to be more in 
tune with Situationist ideas of “urban space… as a realm of possibility” and the idea of “passage” 
with its sense of movement, of transitoriness and of opening onto terrains”.537 This is reinforced 
by the fact that many public stairways do not appear on city maps or in street directories. They 
are only discovered whilst wandering in the city. They are elements of pedestrian infrastructure 
that link separate fragments of the city. The experience of moving about the city using its public 
stairways is likely to appeal to those who appreciate the Situationist concept of the derivé, with 
its ideas of discovery and connection of fragments.
Figure 5.9 Tourists at Cumberland Place with Sydney Harbour, Youth hostel in the Background, 
January 2012
Many stairways in Sydney have historically provided the regular route to work for the city’s 
inhabitants. Most of these are still in use but patterns of pedestrian traffic have changed. The 
journalist and author Olaf Ruhen notes of the Susannah Place stairs in The Rocks “when the 
trams were running, the morning crowds clattered down the stairs that took them to the Quay”538 
but goes on to observe that by 1966, only local people used the stairs of Susannah Place because 
536  Pinder, Visions of the City, 52, 72.
537  Pinder, Visions of the City, 156.
538  Olaf Ruhen, The Rocks Sydney, (Sydney: Rigby Limited, 1966), 31.
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“changing community habits of travel have made a backwater here”.539 But for this stairway 
pedestrian practices have recently changed again. With an increase of tourism to Sydney from 
the 1980s and the opening of the 360-bed Sydney Harbour YHA at the top of the Suzannah Place 
Steps in 2009, the steps are once again frequently used. (Figure 5.9) The walking directions to 
Circular Quay, provided by the hostel, map the route down the Susannah Place Steps.540
The public stairway’s provision of access is conditional. It is conditional on the user being 
ambulant. Most of the attention on universal access has been focused on buildings and transport 
infrastructure but it is important to a society that values equity and enacts and enforces anti-
discrimination legislation that universal access is extended into all areas of the public domain.541 
The reality of the city’s topography and the historic nature of many stairways, built before 
consideration of universal access or anti-discrimination legislation came into effect, presents a 
very real difficulty for councils and those responsible for the public domain. Universal access 
must be provided to comply with legislation, yet the desire to conserve the material heritage of 
the stairway in accordance with the guidelines of the Burra Charter can conflict with this.542
This challenging issue requires much thought, good design and funding but solutions are 
possible. There are several instances where the problem has been resolved by the addition of 
a public external lift to duplicate the vertical travel permitted to the ambulant pedestrian by 
the stairway. In recent years, with the increase of motorways at the edges of the city centre 
pedestrian footbridges that take advantage of the natural topography and provide both lift and 
stair access for users have begun to appear. The King Street footbridge designed by the architect 
Tony Caro in 1999 for the Darling Harbour Authority is an example.543 (SYO57)
Ramps can also provide a solution where the topography allows. At Giba Park in Pyrmont, a 
ramp at the harbour end of the park supplements access provided by a Victorian sandstone stair. 
(Figure 5.10) The steel and timber ramp curves around the point providing expansive harbour 
views.
Although the access they provide is not fully equitable, stairways are still the most cost and 
time effective way to move large numbers of ambulant people from one level to another. Efforts 
539  Ruhen, The Rocks Sydney, 34.
540 http://www3.yha.com.au/uploadedFiles/Content/en/Australian_Hostels/NSW/Sydney_Surrounds/Sydney_
Harbour_-_The_Rocks/sydney%20harbour%20yha_walking%20map_web3.pdf. Accessed 04/01/2012.
541  See Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission Advisory Notes on Access to Premises 1997, 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, The Good the Bad and the Ugly, Design and Construction 
for Access, 2008, Australian Standard 1428.1, 2009, Disability (Access to Premises—Buildings) Standards 
2010, National Construction Code 2011. 
542  The Royal Australian Institute of Architects, Advisory Note 13.05.004 Improving access to Heritage 
Buildings and/or Places, April 2002.
543  www.tonycaroarchitecture.com.au/html
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are being made to improve the levels of equity in stairway usage so that those who are blind 
or have a vision impairment can use them with greater ease and safety. This has resulted in a 
legislative focus, primarily covered in Australian Standard 1428.1-2009, on issues such as the 
implementation of tactile ground surface indicators and handrails to both sides of a stairway 
that are continuous, easy to grasp and have end conditions that warn of the termination of the 
stairway. Legislation dictates that risers, treads and landings conform to standard ranges of 
measurement as was discussed in Chapter Two and visually contrasting and slip resistant stair 
nosings are now required.
Figure 5.10 Pedestrian access ramp providing scenic alternative to stairway, Pyrmont, January 2007
The shape of the stairway is also controlled by legislation, which prohibits spiral stairs under 
most circumstances for the public and sets out required widths and setbacks at entry points to 
the stairway.544 Whilst the stairway will always be to some extent exclusionary, by a detailed 
understanding of access issues and careful, thoughtful design, the numbers of those excluded 
can be dramatically reduced and alternative means of vertical transport provided for those 
who require them. (See Figure 5.11) In this way, the stairway, as part of the city’s urban 
heritage and as a route of pedestrian travel, can be maintained. 
544  Australian Standard 1428.1-2009, Sydney Standards Australia International Ltd.,2009, 8.
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Figure 5.11 Circular Quay pedestrian lift, January 2012
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The Stairway as residential Street
There are several examples in Sydney where a public stairway provides access to private 
dwellings. The best known of these is Agar Steps, discussed in relation to views in Chapter Six, 
but there are others such as Beare’s Stairs in Darlinghurst which provides access to two terrace 
houses from its central landing, and McElhone Stairs also fulfils this role as residential street.
Agar Steps provides access to four residences. The steps and trees are listed in the Register 
of the National Estate, State Heritage Register, City of Sydney Local Environment Plan and 
Sydney City Heritage Study and are classified by the National Trust of Australia. Yet despite 
this, their cultural significance as stated in these listings is confused.
The Register of the National Estate, where the Agar Steps Houses were listed in 1978, seems not 
to have been updated since its listing. The statement of significance notes that the Agar Steps 
Houses are “A group of interesting late Victorian terrace Houses uniquely sited on a steep flight 
of stairs reminiscent of an Italian or French hill town.”545
Whilst they are certainly picturesque the stairway as a location for residences that have their 
only access from it presents unique challenges and benefits and enforces certain conditions 
on the way the residents live. The parking for residents’ vehicles is limited to the streets above 
or below; there is an increased level of difficulty in moving heavy or bulky items; there is 
restricted access for ambulance and other emergency services; and the houses are inaccessible 
to those with a mobility impairment. There are, however, advantages including reduced traffic 
noise, views and a sense of community that is fostered by the shared but unusual circumstances 
of access. 
The Stairway as Commercial Street
In Sydney, a café on Agar Steps uses the landings of the stairway to accommodate additional 
outdoor furniture. This provides the customers with a shady location that facilitates a view 
through the trees to the water. The stairway leads up to Observatory Hill in Millers Point. The 
steps at their widest point measure five metres and this allows the owner of the cafe on the corner 
to the south side of the stairway to set out tables and chairs onto the landings without obstructing 
the passage of the residents who live on the stairs and the tourists making their way to and from 
the Observatory, The National Trust Gallery and parklands on the Hill. (Figure 5.12) The use 
of the landings in this way adds immeasurably to the space; it allows the cafe owner additional 
area to carry out his commercial enterprise; it provides funds to the Council as rental for the 
545  Australian Heritage Database, Agar Steps Houses. www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/ahdb (Accessed 
21/02/2011).
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space that the table and chairs occupy; it promotes social interaction between the neighbours, 
cafe patrons and users of the stairway and it provides a pleasant outdoor environment, with 
dappled shade and pleasant views for patrons of the cafe. 
Figure 5.12 Café seating on Agar Steps, Millers Point, January 2007
Another example of the stairway’s use for commercial activity is found on Bethal Stairs in 
The Rocks where a bar and restaurant both use the stairway not only to provide access but 
to accommodate a terrace that overlooks the stairway. The stairway is also used as a place to 
locate additional signage and a menu board. Part of the old street that predates the stairway 
exists below the building which now contains the bar and restaurant. A section of this previous 
street can be seen through a vision panel in the wall. The stairway is used here not just for 
commercial purposes and pedestrian traffic but also to connect people with the history of the 
city’s changing urban form, bringing to public attention past fragments of the city.
A more direct use of the stairway as a space appropriated for commerce occurred on a Sunday 
in May 2012 when a makeshift kitchen was set up on the mid-landing of High Stairs, a 
reciprocating stair form overlooking Barangaroo and Darling Harbour to the west of the 
city. About forty people appropriated the stairway for the fourth “Soupy on Sunday”, a pop-
up dining event where people, co-ordinating through social media, spontaneously meet for 
a meal. The two cooks providing the food “have no permits or licences to do any of this” 
and are “breaking who knows how many rules and regulations”.546 The stairways form was 
546  Helen Greenwood, ‘Furtive feeds for daring diners’, Sydney Morning Herald, Tuesday May 29, 2012, 12-13.
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elegantly suited to their purpose; the landing provided the level area for the kitchen, the steps 
facilitated both seating and passage, the stairway’s secluded location protected the secret 
whilst also providing a stunning view (see Figures 5.13 and 6.35). 
Figure 5.13 High stairs is appropriated for Soupy on Sunday, May 2012. Photograph Alex Craig 
Sydney Morning Herald, Tuesday May 29, 2012, 12-13
In recent years the creation of a stairway into the privately owned World Square shopping 
complex, designed by Crone Nation Architects and completed in 2008, has created a stairway 
that provides access to retail outlets.
The stairway from George Street is in fact two stairways either side of a ramp that provides 
access for those with shopping trolleys, prams or in wheelchairs, making it widely accessible 
and providing views and entries into the shops that line the stairways from the landings.
This stairway has been designed with commerce as a central motivation. The stairway/ramp 
configuration maximises the number of people that can use it. The landings connect to the 
entrances of shops and the display windows of these shops line the facades adjoining the stairway 
and ramp. In addition places to sit and rest along the stairway and ramp direct the individual’s 
eyes to the goods on display in the window. Although this stairway/ramp configuration is 
in the public realm it is part of a private development. As the architectural academic Esther 
Charlesworth observes, the concept of the private realm is no longer that of the family but rather 
“the corporate forces that increasingly control our urban planning processes and the resultant 
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spatial outcomes”.547 Being a privately owned piece of public infrastructure, the stairway has a 
different set of constraints and regulation than those that are publicly owned. There are on-site 
security personnel who query those taking photos of the shopfronts and move people on resting 
on the stairway who appear to be homeless or at least not potential shoppers. The complexities 
of the overlapping private and public domains allow entry and use by some members of the 
public but not others. Those who are likely to spend money and not cause any inconvenience 
are admitted but skateboarders, buskers and the homeless are not allowed and are moved on by 
security. This is a space of commerce, not for free social interaction. This creates an unusual 
paradox because the usual nature of a public stairway as a social space is not to be occupied 
by institutions, security staff or generally even surveillance cameras. It is therefore a largely 
uncontrolled space. By creating a private commercial space of the publicly accessible stairway, 
a rigidly controlled and surveilled space is created where freedom of behaviour is limited to that 
acceptable to the property owners. 
The Stairway as Social Space
In Allan Jacob’s view a good street is one that helps make community and encourages 
participation.548 He explains that, “Participation in the life of a street involves the ability of people 
who occupy the buildings … to add something to the street, individually or collectively”.549 This 
is also true for the stairway in this role as a street, and the contribution may be as simple as a 
conversation with a passing acquaintance. Jan Gehl does not see the stairway as a good place 
for a conversation, claiming that,
Stairways and landings do not provide a good conversational platform. There is seldom 
room to manoeuvre and there are often awkward differences in height to deal with, 
with one person standing a step or two above the other in order to establish a suitable 
distance. Conversations on an equal footing and with room to manoeuvre are always 
more comfortable.550 
Whilst Gehl may be right in regard to narrow stairways without landings, by focusing on 
the possible difficulties of a conversation held on a stairway he misses a crucial point—
the stairway allows the chance encounter and the conversation to occur in the first place. 
The stairway may not make the chance encounter and unplanned conversation perfectly 
comfortable but it makes it possible, away from a street divided by vehicular traffic and 
usually the pressured environment of the retail strip. The stairway is a street where people 
547  Esther Charlesworth, ed., City Edge: Case Studies in Contemporary Urbanism (Oxford: Architectural 
Press 2005) ,5.
548  Jacobs, Great Streets, 8-9.
549  Jacobs, Great Streets, 9.
550  Gehl, Cities for People, 50.
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are generally moving at a slower pace, giving them time and opportunity to look around and 
notice who is walking past. When the stairway is designed with adequate landings, and the 
room to stop on the side to chat to an acquaintance, then the stairway can make a chance 
encounter not only possible but also comfortable. 
The social practices, as well as what some may consider anti-social practices, that are 
carried out on public stairways increase their significance to a community or sub-set of that 
community. It is the connections that communities have with places that give them a cultural 
significance. These spaces of memory will be discussed further in Chapter Eight.
An examination of the social and anti-social activities that occur on urban stairways requires a 
consideration of theories about the contestation between public and private. This is necessary 
both in terms of the physical space of the stairway itself and the types of activities that happen 
there. Henri Lefebvre sees one of the essential properties of urban space as a system of permanent 
opposites, one of which is that between the private and the public.551
But this pairing of opposites is not necessarily a clear one, because the public stair, like the 
street, is “a site of coming and going, intrusion, circulation and communication”552 where even 
though the physical boundaries of what is public and what is private may be apparent, the social, 
emotional and psychological boundaries do not conform so easily to clear definition. Residents 
whose properties border public stairways understand that the stairway is public property, yet 
their actions on occasion show they feel some level of responsibility and even affection for the 
stairway. This is evidenced by sweeping the stairway, locating pot plants at its edges (Figure 
5.14) and by putting out food for their pets or local strays on the steps.
Sydney’s urban stairways can be seen as contested terrain, through their often ambiguous 
negotiation between public and private space. This negotiation, while often viewed in a negative 
way as a threatening and dangerous thing, can result in forms of productive power such as the 
uniting and strengthening of communities as occurs on many of the stairways in San Francisco 
(see Chapter Two). 
It can also result in connections between visitors and locals and brings variety, interest, 
excitement and intrigue to the city. It imbues the pedestrian network with richness and 
complexity. It makes life interesting, which is after all one of the reasons we form cities.553 
551  Henri Lefebvre, “Levels and Dimensions”, S. Elden, E. Lebas and E. Kofman, trans. and eds., Henri 
Lefebvre Key Writings (New York: Continuum 2003), 140.
552  Henri Lefebvre, “The Social Text”, S. Elden, E. Lebas and E. Kofman, trans. and eds., Henri Lefebvre Key 
Writings (New York: Continuum 2003), 91.
553  Georg Simmel, “The Metropolis and Mental Life”, Rethinking Architecture: A reader in Cultural Theory, 
Neil Leach, ed., (London and New York: Routledge, 1997, 2009), [f.p. Die Großstadt und das Geistesleben, 1903].
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Figure 5.14 Residents of Number Three, Agar Steps, with their pot plants out on the landing. 
Photograph Ross Thornton, September 2012
Appropriation of public space “can use the fact and occasion of the city as the site of interventions 
and new socio-spatial creations”.554 Taking over of public space, usually on a temporary basis for 
some specific purpose, can be as quotidian as the chaining of a bicycle to the stairway handrail 
(Figure 5.15) or as rarefied as an interactive artwork constructed from coloured light for the 
limited period of a festival. (Figure 5.16) During the 2011 Vivid Festival in Sydney, Moore’s 
Stairs were used for an interactive lighting artwork called ‘Hopscotch’ created by Fiona Venn and 
Reinhard Germer that involved pedestrians using the stairs in creating light rainbows generated 
by their movement. This latter type of appropriation for play is sanctioned and formalised but 
its temporary and entertaining nature creates not only an interaction between the pedestrian and 
their physical environment but also between strangers as they comment on the work and team 
up to create different effects. 
554  Borden and others, Narratives of Architecture in the City, 12.
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Figure 5.15 A stairway appropriated for temporary bicycle storage. February 2012 
196
MCelHone STePS : THe STAirwAy AS STr eeT
Although we may see it as self-evident, Eadweard Muybridge’s photographs of children 
climbing stairs clearly illustrate that for children concentration is needed to climb stairs 
safely, particularly on the way down. Children and adults balance differently and whilst for 
children the ascent may require more effort than for an adult, it is also, for children, more 
often a cause for excitement and play.555 Children compete to be the first to the top, to take the 
stairs two at a time, to jump from step to step or to slide from step to step if they are too small 
to climb. Children also often see the handrails and balustrades not as elements for safety but, 
like skateboarders, as elements for fun to slide down or hang from.556 Part of this sense of 
adventure no doubt comes from the difference in the ratio of children’s legs to those of adults. 
The effort to climb is greater but so are the rewards of success, particularly when a child is 
the first in a race to the top or bottom.
Adults also play on stairways. There are conventional forms of play such as jogging, taking 
stairs two or three at a time and sliding down the handrail but there are also more daring, 
dangerous forms of play, particularly observed amongst younger male adults such as trying to 
trip up one’s companions, walking down the balustrade rather than the stair itself, skateboarding, 
rollerblading, parkour, and even cycling.557 
The public stairway has an air of mystery and surprise with the potential for discovery. The pre-
existing conditions of protection from traffic, openness to observation and an unusual physical 
form that can be put to testing skill and stamina lend a stairway to play activities. Lefebvre 
notes when observing activity in public space that,
all ‘subjects’ are situated in a space in which they must either recognize themselves or 
lose themselves, a space which they may both enjoy and modify. In order to accede to this 
space, individuals (children, adolescents) who are, paradoxically, already within it, must 
pass tests. This has the effect of setting up reserved spaces, such as places of initiation, 
within social space.558 
555  Muybridge, The Human Figure in Motion. Compare plates 189 and 190 with those noted above.
556  Borden, Skateboarding, Space and the City, 192.
557  See Borden Skateboarding, Space and the City and Stevens The Ludic City, for a detailed discussion of 
play in urban space.
558  Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 35 quoted in Borden, Skateboarding, Space and the City, 52.
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Figure 5.16 Fiona Venn and Reinhard Germer, Hopscotch, Moore Stairs, East Circular Quay, Vivid 
Festival 2011. Photograph Yulia Ho 
198
MCelHone STePS : THe STAirwAy AS STr eeT
This appropriation of the stairway and the understanding of the affordances that it provides 
results in activity where, as Lefebvre notes, “the ages and sexes tak[e] from the available space 
the part that ‘belongs’ to them, which then attracts one group and repels” others.559 Skateboarders 
are a clear example of this, with groups of predominantly young males taking over the steps in 
Martin Place on weekends to hone and display their skills. Other skateboarders of a similar age 
and the same gender are attracted to join in but passers-by, although perhaps stopping to watch, 
do not walk through the space of the skateboarders. It is temporarily their space.
 
Figure 5.17 Skateboarding steps Martin Place, 2006. Photograph Ted Szukalski
This freedom to explore the urban terrain in unexpected ways, or via methods outside the norm, 
raises the issue of contestation within public space once again. Doreen Massey observes, echoing 
earlier ideas of Hannah Arendt, that the ‘public’ is not one homogenous mass. Exercising the 
freedom of the individual in public space “can encroach on the freedom of others. ‘The public’ 
for whom this place was dreamt and built turns out to be multiple and differentiated—its various 
demands on space come into conflict.”560
559  Lefebvre, “Preface to the Study of the Habitat of the Pavilion”, S. Elden, E. Lebas and E. Kofman, trans. 
and eds., Henri Lefebvre Key Writings (New York: Continuum 2003), 131.
560  Doreen Massey, “The Trees Will Outlast Us All”, Borden and others eds., Strangely Familiar: Narratives 
of Architecture in the City (London and New York: Routledge, 1996) ,76.
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the Stairway as Anti-social Space
Stairways are often spaces that are not looked onto like the public street, as discussed previously 
in this chapter, and there are only a few examples of residences or business premises opening 
onto them. There are few if any “eyes on the street”.561 In a society that is increasing its 
electronic surveillance, data collection and control over private individuals with speed cameras, 
security cameras, private security guards and terrorist legislation, public stairways provide 
a venue where people can often still be private in public. Perhaps surprisingly, even in 2011 
Sydney’s stairways, including those within the Kings Cross Area Police Command, did not 
have surveillance cameras, although the police had asked that the Council provide them.562
The City of Sydney in 2010 had 81 cameras in the city area.563 The majority were located on 
street corners, with some located in parks (Woolloomooloo Park, Belmore Park, First Fleet 
Park and Hyde Park), pedestrian-only streets (Boomerang Walk, Woolloomooloo Walk, Nurses 
Walk and Pitt Street Mall) and public squares (Railway Square, St. Andrews Square). None 
were located on public stairways. The selection of the camera locations was determined by 
Council in conjunction with “crime mapping experts within NSW Police”,564 using data provided 
by the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics, which showed public spaces in Central Sydney that 
“experienced a significantly higher rate of crimes against the person than other areas”.565 Given 
that the selection was based on the intensity of crime events and no surveillance cameras were 
located on public stairways, the implication is that public stairways are in reality not as sinister 
or dangerous as portrayed in fiction.566
This lack of electronic surveillance and recording may be one of the factors influencing the 
stairway as a site for social activities, particularly those that may fall into the grey area between 
what is and what is not socially acceptable behaviour. Soliciting and illicit sex, graffiti, urinating 
and drug taking are all activities that occur on public stairways that are likely to render the 
stairway as a “site of confrontation between the private and the public”.567 An act that is open 
to general observation can still, by its nature, be private. Public stairs provide a venue for 
561  Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, 45.
562  Conversation between the author and the Duty sergeant of Kings Cross Police station. 9/01/2012.
563  Street Safety Camera Program, Code of Practise 2010, City of Sydney
564 http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/community/safety/StreetSafetyCameraProgram.asp#CameraLocations 
accessed 26/01/2012.
565 http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/community/safety/StreetSafetyCameraProgram.asp#CameraLocations 
accessed 26/01/2012.
566  See Thomas Keneally, An Angel in Australia, Matthew Condon, The Trout Opera, and the film Two 
Hands for fictitious portrayals of dangerous happenings on stairways.
567  Lefebvre, “Myths in Everyday Life”, Henri Lefevre Key Writings,100.
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activities that are never intended to be public, that are in fact intensely private, secret, illicit, 
even criminal. 
The evidence for these activities is rarely documented and if recorded by police, not given 
out to members of the public as it might alarm the residents.568 But the evidence can often 
be found on the stairways themselves; used condoms and discarded condom packets, used 
syringes, discarded underwear, abandoned beer bottles and the smell of stale urine. Injecting 
on one stairway, Hordens Stairs in Woolloomooloo has been of a sufficient level to prompt the 
installation of a ‘community sharps bin’ on the top landing of the stairway. It is a rubbish bin 
specifically for the disposal of intravenous injection syringes.
Whilst contestation over public space can be a legal matter concerning property disputes and land 
ownership as discussed in relation to Moore Stairs in Chapter Four, competing for the right to 
use public space, as an individual or group wishes, can result in what mainstream society would 
consider to be anti-social behaviour. There are various meanings for this term: inconsiderate 
behaviour, behaviour that causes distress or alarm, or behaviour that deviates significantly from 
the social norm. 
There are a variety of urban conditions that lend a stairway to acts of anti-social behaviour, the 
most significant of which are a low likelihood of being seen and a high likelihood of being able to 
escape if seen. Stairways are inaccessible to police cars, horses or bicycles and the necessary 
slow and visible nature of pursuit from one end results in the likelihood of an escape from the 
other end. Minimal surveillance, often low lighting and a place to be uninterrupted, create 
near ideal conditions for a variety of behaviour. Blank walls to the sides of many stairways 
provide easily accessible locations for graffiti and illegal bill posting. Often these stairways 
connect to areas of the city with relatively high numbers of hospitality and recreation venues, 
Kings Cross and The Rocks, for example, leading to a greater likelihood of alcohol fuelled 
anti-social behaviour. In March 2010, the New South Wales Government launched an initiative 
called ‘Hassle Free Nights’ part of which involved “[a] precinct approach to reducing alcohol-
related violence and anti-social behaviour”.569 
Whilst one branch of literature on public and private urban space focuses on crime and 
security,570 a counter discourse argues that the heightened electronic surveillance and personal 
568 This information was requested by telephone and in writing but was not forthcoming.
569  www.nsw.gov.au/hassle-free-nights, accessed 28/03/2012.
570 See for example, Oscar Newman, Creating Defensible Space, Institute for Community Design Analysis, 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban development, Office of Policy, Development and Research, 1996, Paul 
Cozens, Designing Out Crime from Evidence to Action. Conference Paper delivered at “Delivering Crime 
Prevention: making the evidence work. Sydney, November, 2005. 
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data collection is in itself anti-social and a threat to both our private and public lives and our 
public space.571 
Whilst there may be a comparatively low number of incidents, anti-social behaviour on Sydney’s 
stairways is not a recent phenomenon. The occupation of the public space by so called ‘undesirable 
elements’ has been going on for the entire history of the city of Sydney. The occupation of street 
corners by ‘Larrikins’, groups of young men who formed ‘pushes’, “a company of rowdy fellows 
gathered together for ungentle purposes”,572 and whose activities ranged from low-level street 
offences to serious organised criminal behaviour,573 is so entrenched in Sydney’s history and 
culture that it features in our fictional literature.574 
The existence of groups of teenagers, predominantly male, spending time in the streets and public 
space has been noted in many cities at different periods. In 1950s Amsterdam, the Situationist 
writer Constant noted the rise of teenage groups (teddy boys, rockers, mods, beatniks, hipsters, 
etc.). He believed that this was a spatial issue and was aimed primarily at “the recovery of 
social space—the street—so that the contacts essential for play may be established”.575 In 1950s 
Australia, anti-social and criminal behaviour by a youth subculture known as Bodgies and 
Widgies resulted in ‘moral panic’ in some sections of the community.576
Complaints of anti-social behaviour on Sydney’s public stairways can be found in the archives 
of the City of Sydney. A complaint about Merriman, Caraher and Playfair Stairs being covered 
“with expectoration, tobacco juice etc.” was written by the honorary secretaries of the Citizens 
Vigilance Committee in July 1900. They claimed that the stairs were “the resort of people 
who continually lounge about them”.577 The Citizens Vigilance Committee was formed at 
the beginning of the outbreak of bubonic plague in Sydney in 1900, to work with the NSW 
571  Cida de Aragon, …On Public Space, (Clayton, Victoria: Infinite Press, Australia, 2007).
572  C. J. Dennis, The Songs of a Sentimental Bloke (Sydney: Angus & Robertson ltd. 1916), 131.
573  John Birmingham, Leviathan: The Unauthorised Biography of Sydney (Melbourne: Random House 
Australia 2000), 430, Lucy Turnbull, Sydney: Biography of a City (Melbourne: Random House Australia 1999), 
15, James Murray, Larrikins: 19th Century Outrage, (Melbourne: Lansdowne Press, 1973).
574  Louis Stones novel Jonah is a good example, (Sydney: Angus & Robertson Australian Classics Edition 
1981). First published, London: Methuen, 1911. Set primarily in inner city Sydney. It depicts the life of a 
larrikin, a poor and hunch backed boot maker, who through not always legal or socially acceptable means 
becomes wealthy, although not happy. Other authors who wrote about the larrikin include C. J Dennis, 
particularly the Songs of a Sentimental Bloke and The Moods of Ginger Mick, Henry Lawson in the poem “The 
Captain of the Push” from 1892 and A.B. Paterson in the 1906 novel, An Outback Marriage.
575  Pinder, Visions of the City, 210.
576  Keith Moore, Bodgies, Widgies and Moral Panic in Australia 1955-1959, www.eprints.qut.edu.au/633/1/
moore_keith.pdf. (Accessed 05/01/2012).
577  Letter from John Garland and John J. Cohen Honorary Secretaries of the Citizens Vigilance Committee. 
10th July 1900. CRS 2571/00
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Government in an effort to control the epidemic.578 They held meetings, whose proceedings were 
published in the newspapers; they produced pamphlets on how to trap rats;579 and were active 
in establishing rat collecting depots and forwarding citizens’ complaints regarding unsanitary 
conditions to the relevant government authorities. The Citizens Vigilance Committee continued 
after the plaque epidemic had passed to lobby for sanitary reform.580
The Committee was not alone in their appeals to improve the detrimental conditions of stairways 
caused by the anti-social practices of users. In March 1901 R. W. Richards wrote to the Mayor 
asking that lighting be provided on the stairs from Argyle Place to Observatory Hill in an attempt 
to prevent “indecencies” occurring581 and many years before, in 1842, the lack of lighting on a 
stairway prevented the identification of a criminal as reported in The Sydney Gazette:
Gross Case of Assault—A case of the most wanton and uncalled for assault which we have 
heard of for some time, took place in Argyle street, on the steps leading from Prince street 
to George street. …Mr Wood states that had there been a lamp on this dangerous passage, 
he and his friend would have been able to identify the ruffian.582 
But increased lighting was not a guaranteed way to improve people’s behaviour in public. 
In 1925, complaints were received by the Council from William Chard, as noted in Chapter 
Four, that “people at night commit nuisance… (in solid and liquid form)” on Chard Stairs 
in Darlinghurst.583 This stair had been designed with integrated wrought iron lamps, yet it 
also provided a convenient platform from which “boys and thieves” were able to enter the 
premises of Larke, Hoskins & Co. Ltd., importers of motor cars, at the first floor level.584 
Whilst windows overlooked this stairway, they were from commercial premises and not 
usually occupied at night. 
The disreputable state of public stairways is not an issue confined to the distant past. In 1999 a 
tourist operator complained in the City of Sydney Times, a local newspaper, that Hickson Stairs 
were in such bad condition that he could no longer take tourists there. “The place is dangerous to 
visit, overgrown with weeds, sewage seeping down the stairs and, to add insult to injury, empty 
578  George C. Kohn, (ed.), Encyclopedia of Plague and Pestilence: from Ancient times to the Present, (New 
York: Infobase publishing, third edition, 2008), 389.
579  Citizens Vigilance Committee, Rats and the Plague: How to Catch and Trap Rats, (Sydney: Government 
Printer, 1900).
580  Hilary Golder, A Short Electoral History of the Sydney City Council 1842-1992. (Sydney: City of Sydney, 
1995).
581  See the letter from R W Richards to the Mayor, 26.03.01, City of Sydney Archive, 1901/998.
582  The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, Thursday 7th July 1842, 3.
583  City of Sydney archive, CRS 2432/24
584  City of Sydney archive, CRS 2432/24
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spirit bottles everywhere, and used syringes the icing on the cake.”585 Drinking alcohol and drug 
taking are practices generally considered anti-social when they are conducted in public space 
yet for those taking part in them, the practice is likely to be at least in part a social one, and this 
makes public stairways both social and contested spaces.
When considering why these types of acts are carried out in public space, whether they are 
physically dangerous to members of the public or simply seen as inappropriate behaviours, 
the work of Jane Jacobs regarding the American sidewalk is informative: “A well-used city 
street is apt to be a safe street. A deserted city street is apt to be unsafe.”586 While this may not 
be necessarily true, in fact, it is certainly a general perception and it would appear that this 
applies equally to Sydney’s public stairways as it does to America’s city sidewalks. To make 
streets, and by extension public stairways, safe Jacobs believes three things are required: “a 
clear demarcation between what is public space and what is private space…second, there must 
be eyes upon the street…and third, the sidewalk must have users on it fairly continuously.”587 In 
the case of Sydney’s public stairways the first of these criteria is generally fairly well established 
although there are some exceptions, but the issues of ‘eyes on the street’ and continuity of use, 
do present problems. Many of Sydney’s stairs pass up through urban canyons created by the 
sheer blank walls of buildings or sandstone cliff faces. Butler’s Stairs in Woolloomooloo is 
one of these, with one writer to the newspaper letters page in 2011 noting that whilst they were 
“glorious”, to walk them “is to experience a measure of anticipated menace and unease”.588
The large number of social and anti-social activities which a public stairway affords makes 
up only a relatively small proportion of activity on an urban stairway. The vast majority is of 
course simply pedestrian movement from the top to the bottom and vice versa. But the other 
activities, those discussed in this chapter, whilst small in number are dramatic in their impact on 
the local community and often wider society. The perceived danger may mean that some people 
do not use stairways at night, but others may go out of their way to use them for the chance of 
excitement and adventure. These activities give the urban stairway environment a richness and 
complexity, a sense of potential, of unexpectedness that makes it a socio-culturally significant 
environment distinct from the street, the plaza or other public space. 
585  Sheik Morris-al-Mansour, City of Sydney Times, June 2 1999, 3.
586  Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, 44.
587  Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, 45.
588  Joseph Whitcombe, ‘Menace and Unease’, in ‘Letters to the Editor’, Sydney Morning Herald, March 14, 2011, 10.
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Chapter six
Agar Steps: The Stairway and the 
Pr actice of Viewing
Figure 6.1 Vic O’Connor, View from the Steps Observatory Hill, 1968. Drawing, National Gallery of 
Australia (77.394)
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it would be well to form here and 
there a winding flight of steps, 
cut out of the rock, which would 
be romantic as well as useful. The 
fort Phillip eminence, and the road 
winding around its base, are perhaps 
the most picturesque promenade in or 
about the metropolis, and are more 
and more frequented by the lovers 
of pure air and beautiful scenery.589
589  “Jurors”, The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, Thursday 20th August 1829, 2.
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ideas on Views and Viewing
The history of the public urban stairway in Sydney is, in part, the history of viewing, of climbing to look and of looking out whilst climbing. Views are significant in both the history and contemporary cultural life of the city and stairways not only provide access 
to the view but also control and frame what we see and condition how we see it. The complexity 
of views afforded by the stairway needs to be given greater consideration when statements of 
heritage significance for the city’s public stairways are formulated.
This chapter looks at the history of the viewing experience in Sydney and the role public stairways 
have played in this. Beginning with a discussion of the stairway and the viewing experience this 
chapter then explores the detailed example of Observatory Hill which is traversed by Agar Steps 
and outlining some of the historic conditions that gave the view significance, the chapter then 
examines reasons for observing the view in Sydney. An examination of how stairways provide 
access whilst also controlling the view resulting in a variety of vistas, slot views and panoramas 
is then undertaken. Lastly, the stairway as a place of contemporary viewing practice is explored 
through the example of Cumberland Place. The topography, climate and history of settlement 
has determined that views form part of the cultural life of Sydney. The role that stairways have 
played in this deserves investigation and the view as part of the heritage significance of public 
stairways needs to be seriously considered.
Ideas on views and viewing in Sydney, and the public stairway’s role in this, necessitates 
reference to a diverse body of literature from scholarly fields and professions as varied as 
architecture, geography, history, landscape design, real estate, tourism, urbanism, heritage 
discourse and the fine arts. In this chapter research on visuality—“ways in which vision is 
culturally as much as biologically configured”590—has been drawn from authors in the areas 
of history, geography and the visual arts. The historian and philosopher Paul Carter, in his 
book The Road to Botany Bay, speaks about the significance of height and view for the early 
settlers, noting that some of the challenges the settlers faced were “defined by the newcomer’s 
590  Fraser MacDonald, Entry for the International Encyclopedia of Human Geography, www.social-
environmental.unimelb.edu.au/geography/geostaff/macdonald/visuality.pdf accessed 21.04.08.
CHAPTer Six
208
AgAr STePS : THe STAirwAy A nd THe Pr ACTiCe of Viewing
irremediable lack of commanding height.”591 Carter links the concept of height with civility and 
community, observing that we speak of walking ‘up’ to a house or going ‘up’ to town, even when 
there is no actual ascent involved, because “we recognize such places as centres where space 
congregates, loci of heightened psychic activity, regions of lightness in a double sense”.592 The 
critic and writer Jonathan Crary has examined theories of vision that help to explain the visual 
paradigm under which the early settlers operated. By the command of height they obtained an 
outlook on their surroundings, to establish places to view, that gave them an understanding of 
the world around them, addressing for them issues of security, discovery and knowledge. This 
is centred within the idea of a new type of observer that appears in the early 1800s.
Crary argues that between the end of the sixteenth century and the end of the eighteenth century 
“the structural and optical principles of the camera obscura coalesced into a dominant paradigm 
through which was described the status and possibilities of an observer”.593 This paradigm 
collapsed in the early nineteenth century, usurped by a diverse group of “fundamentally 
different models of human vision”.594 Crary points to Goethe’s Theory of Colours from 1810 as 
an example of “a model of subjective vision in which the body is introduced”595 and there were 
many others, so that by the second decade of the nineteenth century there was in effect a model 
that centred vision within the human body rather than outside it. The visual paradigm operating 
at the time the members of the First Fleet desperately looked for ships on the horizon in the late 
1700s was very different to the understanding of vision prevalent when the observers in Terry’s 
watercolour (Figure 6.3) circa 1852 look out at the view from Observatory Hill. Crary points out 
that this was “a more mobile, usable and productive observer… in both discourse and practice” 
and that this new observer was necessary “to be adequate to new uses of the body and to a vast 
proliferation of equally mobile and exchangeable signs and images”.596
The work of Tony Bennett on The Exhibitionary Complex is also of use here, as is Roland 
Barthes and his analysis of the Eiffel Tower on which Bennett draws. Bennett notes of the tower:
A sight itself, it becomes the site for a sight; a place both to see and be seen from, which 
allows the individual to circulate between the object and subject positions of the dominating 
vision it affords over the city and its inhabitants.597
591  Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay: An Essay in Spatial History (London and Boston: Faber and Faber 
1987), 284.
592  Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 288.
593  Jonathan Crary, ‘Modernizing Vision’, Vision and Visuality, Hal Foster ed., (Seattle: Bay Press, 1988),31
594  Crary, ‘Modernizing Vision’,33
595  Crary, ‘Modernizing Vision’, 34.
596  Crary, ‘Modernizing Vision’, 42.
597  Bennett, ‘The Exhibitionary Complex’, 97-98.
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This quote could be applied equally to several of the larger public stairways in Sydney. If we 
replace the Eiffel Tower with a stairway such as McElhone Stairs, discussed in the previous 
chapter, or stairways which will be discussed later in this chapter, we can see clear parallels; 
stairways can be sights in themselves, evidence by their portrayal by artists and photographers, 
and they are also places of viewing from, looking out at the surrounding city. 
Barthes notes that the Belvedere was habitually a lookout onto nature and that “the tourism 
of the ‘fine view’ infallibly implies a naturist mythology”. Barthes argues that by contrast the 
Tower, and this thesis will argue, the stairway:
…overlooks not nature but the city; and yet by its very position of a visited outlook, the 
[stairway] makes the city into a kind of nature, it constitutes the swarming of men into a 
landscape, it adds to the frequently grim urban myth a romantic dimension, a harmony, 
a mitigation; by it, starting from it, the city joins up with the great natural themes which 
are afforded to the curiosity of men: the ocean, the storm, the mountains, the snow, the 
rivers.598
This idea of the city as a landscape is further intensified in Sydney where the city is situated on 
one of the world’s most renowned harbours, fringed by bushland and scattered with parkland.
Indispensible to the work in this chapter have been a variety of exhibitions held by the Historic 
Houses Trust of New South Wales at the Museum of Sydney over the first decade of the twenty-
first century. These various representations of Sydney and its history include a series of three 
exhibitions, Metropolis, Suburb and Harbour, held during 2000 with a catalogue by senior 
curator Peter Emmett599; Joseph Lycett Convict Artist, held in 2006 and its catalogue edited by 
John McPhee600; Sydney Views 1788-1888 from the Beat Noblauch Collection, held in 2007 with 
an accompanying catalogue by Susan Hunt and Graeme Davison;601 and Painting the Rocks held 
in 2010 with a collaborative catalogue by Paul Ashton, Caroline Butler-Bowdon, Anna Cossu 
and Wayne Johnson.
To understand the development of the early tourist industry and the use of stairways to provide 
access and framing of views and to promote the visiting of certain views, this dissertation 
has drawn on writings of visitors to Sydney such as Anthony Trollope and early ‘strangers’ or 
tourist guides, as well as more recent tourist literature and tourism discourse.602 
598  Roland Barthes, “The Eiffel Tower”, The Eiffel Tower, and Other Mythologies (New York: Hill & Wang, 1979), 8.
599  Peter Emmett, Sydney Metropolis Suburb Harbour, (Sydney: Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, 2000).
600  John McPhee, ed., Joseph Lycett Convict Artist, (Sydney: Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, 2006).
601  Susan Hunt and Graeme Davison, Sydney Views 1788 - 1888, (Sydney: Historic Houses Trust of New 
South Wales, 2007).
602  Anthony Trollope, Australia, (St. Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1967) [f.p. Chapman and Hall 
1873]; James William Waugh, The Strangers Guide to Sydney, (North Sydney, Library of Australian History, 
1978).[f.p. 1861]
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The Stairway Viewing experience
Sydney is obsessed with views, indeed, in the author Peter Carey’s opinion, it is “a society 
which values the view above all else”.603 From the earliest days of the colony the importance of 
the view for signs of outside contact, as one of the few leisure pursuits available, and as a means 
of signifying both prosperity and identity, began a process of infrastructure creation that has 
resulted in a material heritage of paths, seats, lookouts, parks and stairways. “The instinct to 
climb to some high place, from which you can look down and survey your world, seems to be 
a fundamental human instinct”604 and the form that a stairway takes affects the way we view. 
Stairs with frequent landings are especially gentle, offering moments of rest and visible 
connection points along the way. Stairs that twist and turn can provide shifting vantage 
points within the space they traverse and …the opportunity for staged appearance, 
heightening the opportunities for choreography.605 
But as the philosopher Jeff Malpas points out, “[t]he idea of the view cannot be separated 
from the idea of perspectivity and location and so cannot be separated from the idea of 
subjective space”.606 That is, space that is “structured by the casual properties of features 
evident within that space and by the sensory, cognitive and behavioural capacities to which 
those features are related”.607
How we see is not just a matter of biology but also of culture, and the way one person sees 
the view differs from others dependent on the performance of their eyes and their cultural 
experiences. Seeing, like hearing and the senses of touch, taste and smell, is an intellectual 
act which can be improved with practice,608 and training so as to develop the skills that enable 
the viewer to pick out difference and specific detail. This training in how we see is culturally 
influenced and in turn influences our culture. Since the founding of Colonial Australia, ways 
of seeing have been influenced by the viewer’s country of origin, by scientific developments 
such as the telescope, microscope and camera, by romantic notions of nature and more recently 
a way of viewing urban space as a collection of cultural fragments to be displayed, interpreted 
and curated both literally by historians and as a scholarly metaphor.
603  Peter Carey, 30 Days in Sydney: A Wildly Distorted Account (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2001).
604  Alexander, et al. A Pattern Language, 316.
605  Lyndon and Moore, Chambers for a Memory Palace, 73-4.
606  Jeff Malpas, Place and Experience A Philosophical Topography (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press,1999), 63.
607  Malpas, Place and Experience, 52.
608  Tuan, Space and Place, 10.
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The stairway in Sydney is entwined with the cultural practice of viewing the landscape, 
cityscape and harbourscape. Not only do stairways provide access to locations for viewing, but 
by providing the place to view from, they also determine, to some extent, the view that is seen. 
They fix the viewpoint in space and enable representations that fix it in time. By doing so they 
provide a location that is constant, so that again and again the view can be accessed, looked at 
and represented from the same fixed point over time. Stairways as public open space and as part 
of the pedestrian circulation network are often more resistant to alteration than the buildings 
that change around them. By locating and orientating the observer as well as framing the view, 
stairways control the physical extent of what is seen and at what height it is seen.
Within some statements of heritage significance views are seen as “important landmark 
qualities”,609 and they are potentially an element of significance for a stairway that is considered a 
heritage item.610 Yet for many stairways that are heritage listed, and enable and frame significant 
views, an assessment of the view and its history has not been considered. The representation of 
a place in an artist’s view is used to lend weight to the significance of material heritage items 
but again this has largely been overlooked in the case of stairways.611 By examining the early 
access options to Observatory Hill and the subsequent construction of Agar Steps, the stairway’s 
contribution to an extensive history of facilitating views, accessing the view, observing the 
view, representing the view and controlling the view can be explored. This also enables a wider 
discussion of the concept of prospect and implied or actual ownership. 
early Access to observatory Hill
At least two stairways to Observatory Hill pre-date the first version of Agar Steps, evidencing 
the Hill’s importance to the society of the time. Initially called Windmill Hill due to the location 
of Australia’s first windmill,612 it was the premier place within the early settlement for observing 
the view in general and the status of the signal flags on South Head in particular. The signal 
flags held such fascination for observers because they signalled the arrival of a ship and looking 
for contact with the outside world was an occupation for many in the colony. The highest natural 
landform in what is now the city, rose forty metres above the shore to the west of Sydney cove.613 
The author and curator Charles Pickett notes that “from the first years of European settlement, 
609  Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority Heritage Register First Fleet Park www.shfa.nsw.gov.au accessed 
04/04/2011
610  Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority Heritage Register First Fleet Park, Foundation Park. www.shfa.nsw.
gov.au accessed 04/04/2011
611  See for example SHFA Heritage Register for First Fleet Park. www.shfa.nsw.gov.au accessed 04/04/2011
612  Built in 1797. Len Fox, Old Sydney Windmills (Potts Point, Len Fox, 1978), 12.
613  Pickett and Lomb, Observer and Observed, 6.
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artists and photographers chose the natural eminence of Observatory Hill to advertise and 
explain the colony to foreign audiences”.614 These depictions had a multitude of purposes, as 
record, propaganda, advertising and validation, and were influenced by the cultural viewing 
practices of the time. Initially this was a way of viewing that analysed the landscape and 
endeavoured to establish facts from it, topographic detail, location of water sources or the 
arrival of ships, for example. A scenic mode of viewing was, however, quickly established 
with beauty and romantic ideals being espoused for the fledgling town in the pages of The 
Sydney Gazette.
The necessity of regulating the working of stone-quarries in and about Sydney is daily 
increasing… The quarry behind the Military Hospital has been worked for many years, but 
begins now to encroach upon the beautiful eminence of Fort Phillip. By a little contrivance 
it might be made highly ornamental to that part of the town. It should be cut in a line directly 
parallel with the intended street, and with a slanting declivity, and to facilitate intercourse 
between the town and the increasing population of that part of Darling Harbour, it would 
be well to form here and there a winding flight of steps, cut out of the rock, which would 
be romantic as well as useful. The Fort Phillip eminence, and the road winding around its 
base, are perhaps the most picturesque promenade in or about the metropolis, and are more 
and more frequented by the lovers of pure air and beautiful scenery.615
The quarry referred to was known as Home Quarries.616 “The Fort Phillip eminence” is now 
known as Observatory Hill and the road winding around its base was to become Kent Street. 
Although the suggestions expressed in the article were not acted upon immediately, Kent Street 
was straightened and one of the stairways that was eventually built was the forerunner of today’s 
Agar Steps.
Prior to 1850 access was provided to Flagstaff Hill by irregular stairs at the northern end of 
Upper Fort Street leading from Argyle Street. They are shown on the City Detail Sheets of 
1855617 and appear on the plans drawn up by the City Engineer, Edward Bell, for a new stair 
from Argyle Street that still exists today and commemorates John Sutton, the mayor of Sydney 
in 1866;618 see Figure 6.2.
614  Pickett and Lomb, Observer and Observed, 6.
615  The Sydney Gazette, Thursday 20th August 1829, 2.
616  Plan of the Town and Suburbs of Sydney, August 1822. Mitchell Library, Sydney. Reproduced in Kelly and 
Crocker, Sydney Takes Shape, 14.
617  City of Sydney, City Detail Sheets 1855, Sheet 01, Plan A section No.1.
618  City of Sydney, Plan E1-122/1, New approach to Upper Fort Street, Sydney, Edward Bell City Engineer, 
1863 and E3-333/1, Edward Bell 1869.
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Figure 6.2 Edward Bell, New Approach to Upper Fort Street showing old stairway opposite Trinity 
Church. Part plan, City of Sydney, Plan E1-122/1, 1863. 
These early stairs to Observatory Hill are likely to be those referred to in Waugh’s Stranger’s 
Guide where he recommended that, when exploring The Rocks, the visitor should “pick his way 
up the steps, at the back of the church [Trinity Church], to—The Flagstaff and Observatory.”619 
The upper entry to these stairs can be seen in Frederick Charles Terry’s watercolour of Argyle 
Place painted from the viewpoint of Observatory Hill (Figure 6.3), where as is noted in the 
Millers Point and Walsh Bay Heritage Review, “the role of Observatory Hill as a place of leisure 
and sightseeing”620 is apparent. In the foreground of the painting we can see a woman strolling, 
children playing, two Chinese men in conversation near the entry to the stairway, some children 
out with their mother or governess and two men leaning on the fence, “the inevitable, lounging 
sun-seekers”.621 One of these two men is looking out at the view over Argyle Place towards the 
harbour and the other is looking back towards the Hill’s summit.622 The stairway was demolished 
after 1863 when the new, more formal, stone stairway was built.
619  Waugh, The Stranger’s Guide to Sydney 1861, 12, 13.
620  Paul Davies Pty Ltd, Millers Point and Walsh Bay Heritage Review, City of Sydney Council 2007, 60.
621  The Blaxland Gallery, Painted Panorama 1800 – 1870 Paintings from the Mitchell and Dixon Collections 
of the State Library of New South Wales (Sydney: The Blaxland Gallery, 1985), 94.
622  See also De Vries, Historic Sydney, 35 and Patricia McDonald and Barry Pearce, The Artist and the 
Patron Aspects of colonial Art in New South Wales, (Sydney: Art Gallery of New South Wales, 1988), 50.
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Figure 6.3 Frederick Charles Terry, Argyle Place, Sydney. c. 1852–1859. Watercolour, Mitchell 
Library
Waugh’s recommendation to climb Flagstaff Hill was in large part because of the view:
For situation this is the most elevated in Sydney, and being visible from almost every part, 
it is thus peculiarly adapted for the display of signals and conveying early intelligence of 
the arrival of vessels. The view here is so magnificent that we shall attempt no description 
of it. The lighthouse is here visible, and the Heads. A fine view of the harbour is also 
obtained, and more of the town than can be seen from any other spot.623
The importance of the view from Observatory Hill and access by stairways to it was well 
established before the construction of the first version of Agar Steps. Yet Agar Steps is today 
one of the best known stairways in the city and facilitates and controls views that have been 
recorded by a variety of writers, artists and photographers. 
Agar Steps
Today, Agar Steps is one of three stairways leading to Observatory Hill, a place with an extensive 
history of viewing the land, the water and the sky.624 Agar Steps were built as a continuation of 
Agar Street, now High Street, to provide access to the Model School and the Observatory but 
the stairways rise above Kent Street also offers a complex viewing environment.
623  Waugh, The Stranger’s Guide to Sydney 1861, 13.
624  The others are the Harbour Bridge Stairs and the Stairway from Argyle Place with a plaque to Alderman 
John Sutton .
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Panorama in four parts taken from Observatory Hill, Sydney. Figure 6.4 Darling Harbour and 
Parramatta; Figure 6.5 North Shore; Figure 6.6 Sydney Harbour looking North east; Figure 6.7 City 
of Sydney looking south. James and William Freeman working with Victor Prout, 1864.
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Figure 6.8 View from Agar steps along High Street towards Darling Harbour 2012. Photograph Ross 
Thornton; Figure 6.9 Near View from Agar steps, Ross Thornton 2013.
More than just the steps themselves, today the area referred to as Agar Steps also includes a row 
of late Victorian Terrace Houses that front onto the stairs, a group planting of fig trees more 
than 125 years old, and ‘Agar Wall’, “a steeply sloped cut through the sandstone bed”625 which 
the heritage architect Paul Davies believes is the likely result of early sandstone quarrying in 
the area, possibly from the time of Governor Lachlan Macquarie.626 All these factors contribute 
to creating and framing a complexity of near and distant view options. 
The near views are of the Italianate two storey, stuccoed brick and stone terrace houses that line 
the south side of the stair with their arched openings and cast iron verandas (see Figure 6.8). 
Calson Terrace and shop, dating from 1882, ends the run of terraces at the Kent Street junction. 
There are also near views of Kent Street, the Observatory Hotel and the tennis court below Agar 
Wall (see Figure 6.9). In the distance, past the historic fig trees, are views to the west, to Anzac 
625  Paul Davies Pty Ltd, Millers Point Area Heritage Database, SHI Number 2426285, Agar Walls 2006.
626 Paul Davies Pty Ltd. Millers Point and Walsh Bat Heritage Review, Final Report, Prepared for City of 
Sydney Council, March 2007, 77.
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Bridge, the Jones Bay wharves at Pyrmont and the waters of Darling Harbour, and to the south 
a towering residential high-rise (see Figure 6.17). It is worthwhile to trace the early planning 
and history of Agar Steps in order to establish the significance of this example to the heritage 
of the city.
An access way in the location of today’s Agar Steps first appears as an intention on City 
Section Plan Section 66, from 1833, where a “proposed approach to Flagstaff here from and to 
Kent Street” is noted,627 but by the Trigonometrical survey of 1855-65 no stairway or path had 
appeared and one of a series of photographs taken by Freeman & Proust in 1864 does not show a 
pathway in that location although a boundary wall has been built and the presence of a footway 
cannot be ruled out; see Figure 6.10.
Figure 6.10 Freeman & Proust, View South from the Observatory – Detail State Library of New 
South Wales, Mitchell Library Collection (SV/13-16. Album 823867). The stairway was eventually 
built along the wall at the lower right of the image.
Drawings for a stairway on the site of Agar Steps do not appear until 1869, again signed by 
the City Engineer Edward Bell on the 1st of July of that year.628 The design is similar in its 
aesthetic to other stairways bearing his signature, notably Moore’s Stairs at East Circular 
Quay (1868) and Butler’s Stairs in Woolloomooloo (1869). All these stairways have sandstone 
balustrades topped with curved coping stones. Their entries are framed by sandstone piers 
supporting wrought iron semi-circular lamp frames which carry a single central lamp. Cast 
iron bollards are located at the entrances and on the landing, and handrails appear on both sides 
of the stairway. The sophisticated level to which these stairways are detailed shows a level of 
civic pride and financial investment in pedestrian infrastructure that had not been previously 
undertaken in the city.
627  Historical Atlas of Sydney, City of Sydney, http.www3.photosau.com/cosmaps/scripts/home.asp.
628  City of Sydney, Plans E3-289/1,2,3, Edward Bell, 1869.
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Bell’s design for Agar Steps, (Figure 6.11) initially known as Flagstaff Steps,629 was a flight eight 
feet (2.4m) wide, rising straight up from Kent Street until they reached the wall of the Model 
School where the footway then turned north, at a right angle, to run in a graded ramp towards 
the summit. This change in direction would have provided a change in the climbers viewing 
angle both when heading up the hill and when looking back over the harbour. It seems likely 
that the arched iron lamp frames, designed for either end of the stairway and for the point of 
its change in direction,630 were not constructed as part of the original works as the Council was 
petitioned to provide a gas lamp for the ‘street’ in 1876.631 
 
Figure 6.11 Detail of Lamp Frame and part section, Edward Bell, 1869. City of Sydney, Part Plan E3-
289/3
Bell’s drawing from 1869 shows solid blocks of stone forming the steps with low risers and 
comparatively deep treads. The resulting proportion of the stairway, when combined with the 
detailed piers, bollards, gas lamps and lamp frames, create the image of a grand Victorian 
stairway with a somewhat ceremonial character. This elaborate design may have never been 
fully realised and the detailed stone and metalwork do not appear to the same degree in later 
versions of the stairway.
In 1885 the original stairway was modified under Contract No 31/85 to drawings signed by 
Adrian C. Mountain, then the City Surveyor. (Figure 6.12) This new design widened the previous 
stairway and proposed a new branch up to the Observatory. It appears that the ramp from the 
previous design may have been demolished at this time.632
629  See advertisements for trades, leasing and staff required The Sydney Morning Herald, 12/06/1878, 
31/08/1881 and 04/08/1887.
630  City of Sydney, Plan E3-289/3, Edward Bell, 1869.
631  The Sydney Morning Herald, 15th November 1876, 7.
632  City of Sydney, Plan E1-8, A. C. Mountain, Sydney, 4/9/85.
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Figure 6.12 Plan E1-8 A. C. Mountain,1885. City of Sydney
In July 1891 the city surveyor was asked to report on the costs of erecting “bluestone steps” on 
Agar Street East opposite the premises at No. 7, possibly because the original sandstone steps 
were not wearing well. A third version of the stairway (Figure 6.13) signed by Richard Richards, 
the City Surveyor 1887–1901, was subsequently designed and built in 1892. It comprises a main 
stairway approximately 5m wide rising about three metres in height above Kent Street before 
it then branches out into two arms, with the first, 3m wide, continuing up to provide access to 
the front doors of the terrace houses that now lined the south side of the stairway. Access from 
the stairway to the residences were, in this version, accommodated by landings which coincide 
with the front doorways of the houses. Bell’s original design had not needed to allow for this 
as the terrace houses were not built until after the stairway came into existence. Mountain’s 
version from 1885 made little effort to accommodate access to the premises although Mr. C. 
Carlson owned several properties along the stairway by this time. The heritage listed stairway 
that exists today is largely Richards’s design from 1892.
The Heritage Branch of The State Government lists Agar Steps as a heritage item, noting 
that they are listed in the Sydney Local Environment Plan of 2005. Although the date of the 
statement of significance for the stairway was revised in February 2006, it reads only “The 
steps are of environmental significance as the best surviving example of the many stairways 
that led from the old Flagstaff Hill area to the Lower Rocks.”633 This statement is both too brief 
and inaccurate.634 It is likely that “the many” stairways leading from Flagstaff Hill to the Lower 
633  www.heritage.nsw.gov.au accessed 18/02/2011.
634  Both the Australian Heritage Database and the State Heritage Database acknowledge that the information 
is incomplete.
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Rocks were never more than three. What makes Agar Steps “the best” is not articulated in the 
statement of significance. 
Figure 6.13 Plan E3-3, Richards, 1891. City of Sydney
They are not the oldest example as the stairs from Argyle Place predate Agar Steps by some 
three years. There are, however, many reasons Agar Steps might be considered “the best” which 
are not included in the statement: they are geometrically complex, physically large, have a 
layered history of building and rebuilding, are picturesquely lined with terrace houses and old 
trees, and offer and frame views out to the waters of Darling Harbour.
Views out from Agar Steps have been represented by Australian artists such as Vic O’Connor 
(Figure 6.1) and Kenneth Jack (Figure 6.14), and captured by many photographers, both 
professional and amateur. For this reason the facilitation of views out from the stairs must be 
considered as part of the stairway’s cultural significance. The author Ruth Park notes that the 
stairs have “been much painted and photographed during their long history. Their Italianate 
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character lends a strangely romantic note to the maritime atmosphere of Miller’s Point and 
Walsh Bay.”635
A comparison of some of these images illustrates how the stairway can fix a viewpoint both in 
space and time by providing a location where the view can be examined and compared from a 
relatively constant point in space, whilst the built form changes around it. A lithographic view 
from the stairs by Kenneth Jack in 1953, (Figure 6.14) of which there are at least two versions, 
shows that with the trees less dominant than they are today, one could see the terrace houses lining 
the stairway and over their rooves to Darling Harbour and the inner city suburbs beyond.
Figure 6.14 Kenneth Jack, Agar Steps, Millers Point, Sydney, 1953. Lithograph, National Gallery of 
Australia (No. 86.348)
A similar viewpoint is taken by Vic O’Connor in his drawing View from the Steps Observatory 
Hill, dated 1968 (Figure 5.6). In it O’Connor “captures an intensity of housing, industry and 
shipping rather than the harbour focus…”, his motivation being “to heighten the social and political 
role of art” by “sober depictions of working class districts, [and] inner suburban street scenes”.636 
The harshness of the reality in this view is emphasised by the strong diagonal power lines slashed 
across the top half of the image. John Carnemolla’s photograph (Figure 6.15). from the following 
year shows an almost identical view more dispassionately. Today the view looking from the stairs 
towards the terrace houses is dominated by a multi-storey residential tower (Figure 6.16.11) and 
635  Park, Ruth Park’s Sydney, 60.
636  Pickett and Lomb, Observer and Observed, 74.
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the view along High Street towards the harbour is uncomfortably split by an electricity pole, car 
parking meter and Council directory signage (see Figure 6.8). No consideration has been given 
to the view itself as being of heritage significance when installing these items.
As well as views out from the two branches of the stairway, artists have also looked in towards 
the stair, valuing the composition of stairways, houses and trees and the activity that happens 
there as something worth viewing and recording. The views are controlled by the stairway’s 
built form and the trees, fences and houses at its edges. The Italianate terraces evoke a setting 
appealing to romantic sensibilities. This complex assembly of parts creates an intricacy of 
views both into and out from the stairway that deserve greater consideration when statements 
of heritage significance are being developed. 
  
Figure 6.15 John Carnemolla, Reproduced from The Rocks, Cedric Flower, 1969, 65.  
Figure 6.16 View from Agar Steps, September 2011
observing the View
Cultural practices of observing the view are historically conditioned. The time at which a stairway 
is constructed determines the viewing traditions that the designer is subject to. Similarly the 
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time at which an artwork of a stairway is created frames the viewing practices influencing the 
artist. Ways of seeing have always been influenced by the diverse practices and social positions 
of those who viewed and by what the viewer had read or experienced.
The view in Sydney has been observed for reasons of survival, leisure, celebration, 
commemoration and contemplation. Charles Pickett notes that “[a]s a city, Sydney is notoriously 
obsessed with views—and preferably views over water. There are topographic and social 
reasons for this, notably the Harbour city’s seemingly endless real estate boom. This obsession 
has produced a populace of view connoisseurs, and a certain scenic ennui.”637
Rather than Sydney’s “seemingly endless real estate boom” being a reason for the obsession with 
views as Pickett contends, this thesis argues that it is the other way around. Our obsession with 
views makes them a saleable commodity, thus having an impact on real estate pricing. Sydney real 
estate brochures contain descriptions of properties which “showcase tranquil…views”, “enjoy 
spectacular views”, “enjoy mesmerising harbour views”, capture “dramatic ocean and headland 
views” “world class views of the harbour bridge, Opera House or Anzac Bridge” “breathtaking 
harbour bridge and city views” “intimate views” “world class opera house and harbour bridge 
views”.638 This suggests that the causes of the view obsession are more fundamental than real 
estate speculation. In desiring a view we are desiring tranquillity, spectacle, mesmerism, drama, 
intimacy and of course aspiring to be world class. A Sydney view provides activity, spectacle, 
entertainment and satisfies curiosity. The desire for these experiences are not particular to those 
living in Sydney but the topographical structure of landform, the climate and ease of access 
combine to provide one of the best locations for ‘enjoying the view’ in the world. 
There is, however, a negative side to this enjoyment of views, as the architect Craig Burton 
notes, the development of land around the harbour “as part of the culture of greed associated 
with a real estate approach to the land, has severely degraded the natural environment”.639 So 
we destroy the very thing we value because “a view has become a desirable and highly valued 
commodity”.640
As general views get built out by real estate development, maintaining significant views that 
contribute to the character of the city becomes increasingly important. In the Millers Point and 
Walsh Bay Heritage Review there is a recommendation regarding views that summarises their 
importance to the Millers Point and Walsh Bay areas.
637  Pickett and Lomb, Observer and Observed, 7.
638  Belle Property International Property Magazine, Issue 23/ 2010.
639  Craig Burton, “Nature as Culture: Sydney Harbour and Water as Place” Landscape Australia, 4 – 2000, 
302 – 307.
640  Craig Burton, “Nature as Culture: Sydney Harbour and Water as Place” Landscape Australia, 4 – 2000, 
302 – 307.
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The variety, complexity and scale of views is important in defining the character of the 
area. It is important to be able to see out to the Harbour from identified major panoramic 
view locations, to maintain views to the wharves where they are available, to maintain icon 
views to the Harbour Bridge and Opera House and to the distant shore to retain the setting 
of the Heritage Conservation Area.641
Retaining the setting of the Heritage Conservation Area allows the contemporary city to have a 
relation to its historic context, a connection to its cultural heritage and a link to the past.
Cultural practices connected with observing the view are greatly influenced by Sydney’s 
history. Even people with little historical knowledge of Sydney are familiar with the idea 
behind Captain Arthur Philips description of “one of the finest harbours in the world, in which 
a thousand sail on the line might ride in the most perfect security.”642 The concept of one of the 
finest and most secure harbours in the world is threaded through Sydney’s history and culture 
by narrative, images and tourist memorabilia. Tourists travel to see the harbour and the city 
that has grown around it, to view the monuments on its headlands, to travel across it by ferry, 
to climb above it, or go to The Heads and look back at it so as to view it from a different angle.
Tourist guide books, both historic and contemporary, detail for visitors the best locations to 
view the “dramatic spectacle” of the city.643 Real estate agents contrive to make mention of the 
merest glimpse of a view in an effort to increase the property price. Sydneysiders and visitors 
alike are obsessed with the view. 
looking for Ships
The idea of view is closely linked to the notion of security. Forts, redoubts and other strong 
holds are usually located either at the waters edge with a clear view of approaching ships or on 
high ground where the security benfits of the view are reinforced by the difficulty of attacking 
uphill. It is for this reason that forts such as Fort Phillip are constructed on high ground. The 
first obsession with the view in Sydney arose as a matter of the survival and development 
of Sydney’s early colony. As a settlement depending for its existence, both physically and 
psychologically, on ships from a far away ‘mother country’, looking at the view was more than a 
mere recreational activity. In the days of 1790 when the people in the colony were starving and 
in desperate need of supplies arriving by ship, Captain Lieutenant Watkin Tench conveys the 
641  Paul Davies Pty Ltd, Millers Point and Walsh Bay Heritage Review, City of Sydney Council, March 2007, 114.
642  Captain Arthur Phillip, Letter to William Petty, Marquis of Lansdowne, 3rd July 1788, Mitchell Library.
643  David Dickinson Mann, The Present Picture of New South Wales 1811, (Sydney: John Ferguson 1979) [f.p. 
London, John Booth 1811]; Peter Cunningham, Two Years in New South Wales, David McMillan, ed., (Sydney: 
Angus and Robertson, 1966), [f.p. 1827];. James William Waugh, The Strangers Guide to Sydney, Sydney, 
(North Sydney: Library of Australian history, 1978) [f.p.1861]; Paul Harding et al, Lonely Planet Australia, 
(Melbourne: Lonely Planet Publications, 11th Edition 2002), 190.
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desperation with which the view was surveyed. “Here on the summit of the hill, every morning 
from daylight until the sun sunk, did we sweep the horizon in hope of seeing a sail.”644
This surveillance of the view was elevated to an official undertaking for which “[e]very 
officer stepped forward to volunteer a service which promised to be so replete with beneficial 
consequences”.645 The general population was also examining the view in hope of seeing the 
signals that meant the arrival of a ship. The wait was long and tedious. Finally, “on the evening 
of the 3rd of June the joyful cry of ‘the flag’s up’ resounded in every direction”.646
The vital importance connected to the signalling of a ship’s arrival caused an extreme emotional 
response within the colony. The naval officer Watkin Tench records “women with children in 
their arms running to and fro with distracted looks, congratulating each other and kissing their 
infants with the most passionate and extravagant marks of fondness”. Tench describes his own 
reaction to the news:
I instantly started out and ran to a hill where, by the assistance of a pocket-glass, my hopes 
were realised. My next door neighbour, a brother officer, was with me, but we could not 
speak. We wrung each other by the hand, with eyes and hearts overflowing.647
The maritime link to the world was the only link that existed and the importance of this is 
emphasised by the images of ships that appear in early artists’ views of the town. Peter Watts, a 
former director of the Historic Houses Trust, noted in his foreword to Sydney Views 1788–1888, 
“the frequent images of ships imagining the lifeline to another world”.648
Our obsession with views is certainly more complex, however, than a simple survival response 
or real estate greed. Paul Carter argues in his spatial history, The Road to Botany Bay, that 
“a distinguishing quality of Australian settlement”649 was horizontality, a common thread that 
connected settlement in the cities and the bush. Furthermore, this horizontality, a “vertical 
deprivation”, had a “dialectical counterpart: vertical longing”.650 He notes that
As the explorers’ hilltop soliloquies and the picturesque sites chosen by settlers for their cottages 
both indicate, an enhanced height usually meant a greatly extended visibility. Height above and 
beyond the human was a means of commanding the space, of giving it focus and edge.651
644  Tench, 1788, 120.
645  Tench, 1788, 120
646  Tench, 1788, 126.
647  Tench, 1788, 127.
648  Watts and others, Sydney Views 1788 - 1888, 7.
649  Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 284.
650  Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 286. 
651  Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 286.
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For the explorer and early settlers, the gaining of height was obtained by both climbing trees and 
topographical features. The significance of a higher vantage point was not only the ability to 
gain an extended view and therefore an understanding of the physical form of the surrounding 
landscape but also to feel “a magnified sense of the cultural significance of [the] journey”. At a 
high vantage point one “enjoyed a degree of other-worldliness, the freedom of flight”.652
The desire for increased height and the view that resulted had
a double aspect. It reflected the awareness of place as a correspondence between view and 
viewpoint. But it reflected something more: the fact that a sense of place depended not only 
on its visual and conceptual distinctness, but also on its suggestiveness as a site of reverie, 
as a zone where one was borne aloft to dream.653
Whilst Carter is speaking of the experience of the explorer or settler moving out into the 
plains, it is evident from historic accounts that the inhabitants of the settlement of Sydney also 
experienced the same “longing for enhanced height”, choosing to establish themselves on the 
heights of The Rocks, The Surry Hills and the Potts Point ridge. 
Figure 6.17 Top of McElhone Stairs, a place for observation and contemplation. Film still, Two 
Hands, directed by Gregor Jordan, 1999
The importance of the view is embodied in the construction of stairways that enable the 
establishment of residences on the heights. The opportunity that a stairway can provide to pause 
652  Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 287.
653  Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 288.
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or sit and look out at a view and contemplate life has been captured in both Australian film and 
literature. In the film Two Hands, a ‘street kid’ sits on the top of McElhone Stairs (Figure 6.17), 
looks out at the view and reflects on the fact that the land in her sight was once all owned by 
Aborigines who “died of colds”.654
A similar location on the top of the same stair is used in the novel Archimedes and the Seagle for 
a position of reflection and reverie both by Archimedes, a red setter who can read, and Happy, 
a middle-aged philosophising Dalmatian who has his home there.655 It is “a place to think”656 
where Happy can look “out over the bay to the Botanic Gardens and the city buildings and 
towers floating above the green of grass and trees, like a sort of dream”.657 
Views and the leisure landscape
Sascha Jenkins argues in Sydney Harbour: a leisure landscape that the tourist industry began 
in the mid-nineteenth century and that it is from this time that the urban environment of Sydney 
was rewritten “as a landscape for leisure”.658 Whilst the beginnings of the tourist industry date 
from this period, there is evidence that Sydney was, for some people at least, a leisure landscape 
from its very early days.659 Sydney Harbour and the surrounding views and countryside provided 
the colony with the leisure attractions of walks to admire the view.
In a place with few leisure options, Mrs. Elizabeth Macarthur enjoyed walking for leisure and 
combined viewing the landscape with an interest in botany. Long walks were difficult, however, 
due to issues of personal safety, the heat of summer and the limited number of paths suitable 
for a lady dressed in the fashions of the Georgian era. Elizabeth Macarthur wrote to a friend on 
7th March 1791:
Of my walks around Sydney the longest has not been extended beyond three Miles and that 
distance I have I believe only ventured upon twice…once to a Hill situated between this 
and Botony Bay, where I could command a prospect of that famous spot. Nor do I think 
there is any probability of my seeing much of the Inland country, untill it is cleared, as 
654  Two Hands, Directed by Gregor Jordon. 1999.
655  Ireland, Archimedes and the Seagle, 149.
656  Ireland, Archimedes and the Seagle, 150
657  Ireland, Archimedes and the Seagle, 170-1.
658  Sascha Jenkins, “Sydney Harbour: a leisure landscape”, Lynette Finch and Chris McConville eds., Gritty 
Cities: Images of the Urban, Pluto, Sydney, 1999, 201–216; see also Sascha Jenkins, ‘Our Harbour: a cultural 
history of Sydney Harbour 1880–1938’, PhD thesis, University of Sydney, 2004.
659  Jim Davidson and Peter Spearritt, Holiday Business; Tourism in Australia since 1870, (Melbourne: The 
Miegunyah Press, 2000), 1-6, for an account of the beginning of tourism in Australia.
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beyond a certain distance round the Colony, there is nothing but Native paths, very narrow 
and very incomodious…660
To address the issue of “incomodious” walks, the construction of infrastructure for the purpose 
of walking and viewing leisure began with walking paths established in the Governor’s Domain 
by Governor Bligh in 1806–7 and was improved and extended by Mrs Macquarie and her 
husband Governor Lachlan Macquarie between 1810 and 1822. The creation of the carved seat 
in 1816, known as Mrs Macquarie’s chair at Anson’s Point, now Mrs Macquarie’s Point, is likely 
also to have included the small flight of seven steps to the right of the seat. Both stair and seat 
were carved out of the natural rock.
A precursor to the current Tarpeian Way Stairs may also date from this period as while Fort 
Macquarie was being built between 1817 and 1819 on Bennelong Point, much of the rock was cut 
away to accommodate the road from Farm Cove which passed under the Tarpeian Way. In 1831 
when setting out the conditions for the use of the routes for people, horses and carriages within 
the Botanic Gardens, Charles Fraser, the colonial Botanist, declared that the walk from “the 
stairs near Fort Macquarie” was to be “reserved for the exclusive accommodation of persons on 
foot”.661 This may have been the Tarpeian Way walk, although the massive Tarpeian Way Stairs 
that curve around the cliff overlooking the Opera House today were not to be created until the 
1880s at the instigation of Charles Moore, the town’s Mayor at the time.662
The early developments in the Governor’s Domain enhanced the quality of walking as a leisure 
pursuit in colonial Sydney for at least part of the society and were the beginning of what was 
to become the Botanic Gardens and the Domain in which pathways, seats, gates, lookouts and 
stairways gradually began to form a pedestrian leisure network. The Macquaries’ improvements 
to the landscaping around the Domain provided for a wider group of society to promenade in 
the evening. It was “an agreeable walk” that had been formed “chiefly in the solid rock, and 
fenced off from the domain by a freestone wall, which being level at its top with that portion of 
the enclosure approaching the Point” meant that the interior could be viewed. As a consequence 
it commanded a view of the shipping in the harbour, and was well connected to “the other fine 
walks around.”663 By 1826 this promenade had “become the favourite of … Sunday pedestrians 
660  Elizabeth Macarthur, letter of Monday 7th March quoted in John Cobley Sydney Cove 1791 – 1792 
(Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1965), 25.
661  Edwin Wilson, The Wishing Tree (Sydney: Kangaroo Press, 1993), 36.
662  Mark Lyons, ‘Moore, Charles (1820-1895)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, Volume 5, (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1974), 273; ‘Tarpeian Rock’, State Heritage Register, http://www.environment.nsw.
gov.au/heritageapp/ViewHeritageItemDetails.aspx?ID=2424601 (accessed 09/10/2012).
663  Cunningham, Two Years in New South Wales, 28.
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and fashionables” and they poured along it “to enjoy the cool evening sea-breeze among the 
delightful scenery bordering the shores of the harbour beyond”.664
Figure 6.18 Tarpeian Way Stairs and environs, JPA&D 2013.
By 1829 the walks between the Domain and the cove were “the principal promenade of the 
Sydney beaux and belles”665 and by 1861 the Domain had not diminished in popularity and 
664  Cunningham, Two Years in New South Wales, 29. 
665  Robert Burford, Description of a view of the Town of Sydney; the Harbour of Port Jackson, and 
Surrounding Country; now Exhibiting in the Panorama, Leicester-Square. (North Sydney: Library of 
Australian History, 1978),7.
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was still seen as “a pleasant and agreeable promenade”.666 The “delightful rural walk to Mrs 
Macquarie’s Chair” presented the pedestrian with “a lovely walk, terminating in a point where 
a seat cut in the rock proclaims its designation”. From here the pedestrian was “well rewarded 
by the variety of scenery that ever opens upon him.”667 The Botanic Gardens were a place where 
“all the rank and fashion of Sydney are usually to be seen”668 and where “umbrageous slopes and 
winding walks” provided views of the harbour and surrounding landscape.669
Observatory Hill and the Domain were not the only places from which to view the harbour. 
Further from the centre of the town the view from the heights of Vaucluse prompted the colonial 
judge Sir Roger Therry to write in 1863:
A distinguishing feature of this remarkably fine harbour is the variety of contrasted 
views which it presents. As, on a summer’s eve, one stands upon the well-known heights 
overhanging Mr. Wentworth’s villa of Vaucluse (whither on Sundays the citizens of Sydney 
“hie to gulp their weekly air”), shrubs and wildflowers of dazzling hue springing beneath 
his feet, he beholds, as he looks seaward, the heaving swell of the huge billows of the 
Pacific outside the Heads; then turning the eye towards Sydney, it rests upon the tranquil 
waters of the harbour within, smooth and motionless as a sheet of molten lead. Beyond, the 
spires of the city rise, and a distant glimpse of the blue mountains is caught.670
He noted that the sun “beams upon a panoramic landscape as vast, varied and magnificent as 
any the world contains”.671
The International Exhibition held in Sydney in 1889 may have been “the beginning of the 
tourist boom”,672 but there were certainly travellers visiting Sydney prior to this for whom 
‘Strangers’ Guides’ were written praising the views of Sydney and suggesting locations for 
viewing. Furthermore, stairways such as Sutton Steps (1863) and Agar Steps (1869) had been 
built to improve access to prime viewing locations such as Observatory Hill.
Sydney Harbour “as a borrowed landscape element”673 gradually became central to Sydney’s 
identity and reinforced the identity of its inhabitants. The changes that the inhabitants saw in 
the view as the colony developed made the progress of the society visible. Looking out at the 
666  Waugh, The Stranger’s Guide to Sydney. 1861, 22.
667  Waugh, The Stranger’s Guide to Sydney. 1861, 27.
668  Waugh, The Stranger’s Guide to Sydney. 1861, 24.
669  Andrew Garran ed., Picturesque Atlas of Australasia (Sydney: Picturesque Atlas Publishing Co. Ltd, 
1886), 1:67.
670  R. Therry, Reminiscences of Thirty Years Residence in New South Wales and Victoria (London: Sampson 
Low, Son and Co. 1863), 37.
671  Therry, Reminiscences of Thirty Years Residence, 38.
672  Jenkins, “Sydney Harbour A leisure Landscape”, 204.
673  Burton, “Nature as Culture: Sydney Harbour and Water as Place”, 302 – 307.
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view became a way of seeing how far things had come and this was reflected in the artistic 
representations of the town. 
Figure 6.19 Photographers at Observatory Hill, Ross Thornton, 2013.
Accessing the View
Some Sydney stairways have been constructed deliberately for the purpose of viewing, as 
was the case with stairs constructed on the west side of the ridge to Mrs Macquarie’s Point 
to facilitate viewing of the arrival of the American Naval Fleet in 1908 (see Chapter Seven). 
When Fleet Steps was constructed to facilitate the arrival, landing and entry into the city of the 
American Fleet, in addition to the main stairs, short flights of steps were “worked and laid, or 
hewn out of solid rock, up the steep slopes near Mrs Macquaries Chair by the Domain mason, 
with the idea of fixing seats at the various good lookout positions”.674
674  Botanic Gardens Annual Report 1909, 29, Cited in Edwin Wilson, The Wishing Tree. A guide to Memorial 
Trees, Statues and Fountains in the Royal Botanic Gardens, Domain and Centennial Park, Sydney (Sydney: 
Kangaroo Press 1992), 112.
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At Bradley’s Head, stairs were constructed in the 1960s “to cater for sailing enthusiasts to view 
the races on the harbour”.675 In 1998 a new stairway was created in a former sandstone quarry at 
Bradleys Head where the “sandstone steps extend into a series of arching ribs which disappear 
into the grassed slopes, forming an amphitheatre which faces the harbour” and provides a 
“unique viewing point for events on Sydney harbour” (Figure 6.20).676
Figure 6.20 Bradley’s Head Stairway, 1998. Photograph Elizabeth Mossop, reproduced from 
Elizabeth Mossop, Contemporary Landscape Design, West Ryde: BT Latitude, 2006, 116.
At other times the view, although spectacular, is incidental to the pragmatic purposes of moving 
large numbers of wharf workers, domestic servants or corporate employees. Early access to 
views necessitated the climbing of hills such as Bunker Hill in the Rocks, today approximately 
the location of The Rocks Square, Palmer Hill in what is now Potts Point or Flagstaff Hill, now 
known as Observatory Hill, either through the native scrub or via rudimentary footways. Later 
stairways were built to access these locations both to further development of the surrounding 
property and to access the views.
Stairways giving easy access to the Woolloomooloo ridge did not materialise until Butler’s 
Stairs was designed in 1869; several stairways followed: Hills Stairs (1881), Horden Stairs (1882) 
675  Burton, “Nature as Culture: Sydney Harbour and Water as Place”, 304.
676  Elizabeth Mossop, Contemporary Australian Landscape Design, (West Ryde: BT Latitude, 2006), 116.
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and Challis Street Steps (1904), which was renamed McElhone Stairs in 1918, as was discussed 
in Chapter Five.
As well as siting stairways in locations to provide access to the view, there are several instances 
where the design of the stairway itself has been orchestrated to maximise viewing opportunities. 
Two of these stairways provide access to the escarpment above Pirrama Park at Pyrmont. The 
oldest of these, to the north of Pirrama Road, is a sandstone stairway with a semi-circular 
sandstone enclosed balcony at the midlanding at the stairway joins. On descending the stairway 
the pedestrian passes through an arch in the stone wall before the view from the balcony is 
revealed. (Figure 6.21)
Figure 6.21 Sandstone and concrete stairway with viewing balcony, Pirrama Road, Pyrmont. 2009
Further south along Pirrama Road, a new stairway was designed by the architect Phillip Thallis 
in 2005 linking Hebert Street with the road and parkland below. (Figure 6.22) The architect 
understood the stairway’s potential for views and positioned the stairway along the cliff face 
with an upper landing that angles out towards the view, echoing the balcony effect of the older 
sandstone stairway. This provides a location to lean and observe without obstructing the progress 
of other users of the stairway. A description from the City of Sydney’s website notes that this 
new stairway “creates a convenient and clear connection between the cliff top and foreshore 
promenades”.677 It also offers extensive views over the parkland at its base, past the high-rise 
677  www.CityofSydney.nsw.gov.au/Development/CityImprovements/ParksandReserves (accessed 07/04/2011)
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apartments and across the water to the port facilities of Glebe Island and White Bay and further 
to the suburbs beyond. It is a stairway from which large areas of the city’s inner suburbs can be 
viewed. 
Figure 6.22 Steel stairway with viewing balcony, Pirrama Road, Pyrmont, 2009.
Controlling the View
Stairways provide a complexity of viewing options which are controlled by the built form. The 
intrinsic nature of any stairway results in the provision of a series of platforms for viewing. 
Because of its gradated height, it provides the body with an advantageous position from which 
to progressively look out at the world. The form and orientation of the stairway also frames the 
view seen, whether the perpetuation of a planned vista, the limiting framing of a slot view or 
the open expanse of a sweeping panorama.
In all but a very few examples, stairways in Sydney have not been designed to focus on or frame 
a view in any deliberate way. The often stunning views from the vast majority of stairways are 
surprisingly incidental to the design of the stairway and its positioning within the landscape. 
The views from Agar Steps are incidental views and result from the stairway being created 
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as an extension of a street. Neither does the extensive view from McElhone Stairs result from 
deliberate planning for the view. Its location was determined by the position of a property 
boundary.
Even when the arrangement of a stairway is not determined by the viewing opportunities of the 
site it is possible, as Christopher Alexander instructs, to give the stair “openings with views out, 
so that people can stop on the stair, sit down, look out, and be seen while they are climbing”.678 
Whilst Alexander’s instructions suggest the deliberate control of views from stairways, all 
stairways control the view, whether control is intended or not. The stairway does not provide 
impartial access to the view, it directs the way we see through the placement and direction 
of its treads and landings. The physical form of any particular stairway, combined with the 
specific nature of the location within the urban context, allows different viewing opportunities 
and promotes different tendencies of viewing behaviour. Tourists photographing views, carers 
supervising the play of children and pets, people watching people and people watching the 
activity on the harbour or in the city are all facilitated to different degrees by different physical 
configurations of stairways. 
The Planned Vista
Framing views and creating vistas are common themes in architecture and urbanism. The 
urbanist Cliff Moughtin, in Urban Design Street and Square, notes that the view, in the form 
of the long vista, has been used as a technique “to create ordered development out of chaos”.679 
Kevin Lynch in The Image of the City (1960) lists a set of qualities that he believes are necessary 
to forming cities. One of these is “Visual Scope” and he includes in this “vistas and panoramas 
which increase the depth of vision”.680
Whilst Sydney has no grand view-controlling stairways on the scale of La Cordonata or Scala 
di Spagna in Rome (see Chapter Three), the relatively recent stairway that joins Victoria Park 
with the grounds of the University of Sydney has been designed to support and improve a vista. 
The axis it facilitates deliberately terminates centred on the view of the tower of the Great Hall 
when looking towards the university, and in the other direction, the less grand but still deliberate 
focus is centred on the middle sandstone pillar of the Victorian gates that mark the entry from 
City Road. The vista we see today is recent, with the stairway and landscaping completed only 
in 2002. But the idea is much older and the creation of this vista is in fact the recreation of a 
historic one. (Figure 6.23) The one time vehicular entry to the University from City Road was 
678  Alexander and others, A Pattern Language, 318. 
679  Moughtin, Urban Design, Street and square, 38
680  Lynch, The Image of the City, 106.
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reduced to a right of way in 1930 and “the vista eroded by new planting in the Park and a wall 
on the university Boundary”.681 The three sandstone pillars, ironwork gates and light fittings that 
now mark the City Road pedestrian entry are those that first marked the vehicular entry, having 
been restored and moved back to their original site.682
As discussed in Chapter Three, the use of stairways as a structuring element of landscape 
design dates from Bramante’s garden design for Pope Julius II, where stairways were used to 
link the Belvedere with the Vatican Palace in 1506. The stairway as a device in garden design 
reached the height of extravagance in the Mannerist and Baroque villas, such as Villa D’Este, 
Villa Caprarola and Villa Lante, where it was often used as a tool for structuring axial views.683 
The stairway on the axis of the Great Hall of Sydney University continues this tradition of 
axial garden stairways. The aim of the project to construct “the new heritage stairs”,684 carried 
out for the University’s sesquicentenary, was to complete “the re-establishment of the historic 
vista from the Quadrangle Clock Tower to the University’s original entrance on City Road”.685 
The stairway was constructed of entirely new materials to a traditional design by landscape 
architects Knox and Partners. The steps, walls and seats, made of sandstone, are located at 
the junction between the park and the university grounds where the vehicular traffic from the 
university turns towards Parramatta Road. 
The creation of the stairway maintains and heightens the axial view by dramatising the level 
change between park and institution. The small pedestrian space created by the junction of 
the road and stairway affords views “over the park and provides a place for pedestrians to 
pause and appreciate both the University Quadrangle Clock Tower at the top of the vista and 
the magnificent Victoria Park.”686 When looking towards the University, the viewer’s gaze is 
focused on the tower of the Great Hall, engendering a sense of power and prestige, of occasion 
and grandeur, of approach and privilege of entry. (Figure 6.24)
681  www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/aboutsydney/HistoryAndArchives (accessed 28/03/2011)
682  http://sydney.edu.au/facilities/c2010/current_stage_5.shtml (accessed 15/12/2010)
683  Bazin, Paradeisos: The Art of the Garden, 81-123.
684  http://sydney.edu.au/senate/historysesquisteps.shtml (accessed 15/12/2010)
685  http://sydney.edu.au/senate/htorysesquisteps.shtml (accessed 15/12/2010)
686  http://sydney.edu.au/senate/historysesquisteps.shtml (accessed 15/12/2010)
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Figure 6.23 Sydney University, Dalton’s Royal Photographic Gallery. 1863–1865. State Library of 
New South Wales (SPF/455)
Figure 6.24 Sydney University, 2009
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Figure 6.25 Viewing behaviour, Victoria Park Stairs, 28th March 2009
The Victoria Park stairway contributes to the monumentality of the university and underlines 
a respect and perhaps even veneration of higher education. The role of the stairway within the 
axial plan is as a physical transition between the University and park which through the view 
it facilitates, reinforces a temporal transition between the time of recreation and the time of 
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learning. In the words of the architectural historian Trevor Howells, it is “a splendid flight of 
sandstone stairs linking the campus to the park”.687
The vista as an urban design tool has been both praised and condemned. In 1889 Camillo 
Sitte argued against “grand vistas focused on obelisks and equestrian statues” and saw the 
irregularities of medieval towns as having greater visual interest and social use.688 More recently, 
the cultural commentator Alan Saunders has stated that “[a] mistaken love of simple vistas is 
one of the greatest enemies of the urban sublime”.689 However, in Sydney, stairways more often 
provide variety than controlled vistas and contribute to the complexity of the city “characterised 
by an interplay of confined and open space”.690 
Having examined the stairway’s role in the planned axial vista, this chapter will now move to 
an investigation of the slot view as facilitated by the public stairway in Sydney. 
The Slot View
One type of view that is highly controlled spatially is the slot view. The slot view is a narrow 
sliver of outlook which is sharply defined by walls of buildings to either side, cut through 
between the building mass of the city. The Millers Point and Walsh Bay Heritage Review notes 
that there are numerous views from the Millers Point and Walsh Bay area out to the harbour and 
beyond as well as views within the area.691 Slot views are specifically referred to in the report as 
they are a significant view type prevalent in this area. (Figure 6.26)
The walls to either side of a slot view are not the primary facades of a building and are often 
blank or contain meanly proportioned windows that serve only to provide light and air to the 
building but have a minimal role in interacting with the stairway. This can create a heightened 
dramatic effect with the side walls behaving in a similar way to the proscenium arch of a stage, 
framing the scene and concealing the wider view to either side. This metaphoric proscenium 
arch becomes almost literal with the curved arched lamp frames of stairways such as Moore’s 
Stairs at Circular Quay (Figures 6.28 and 6.29) and Butler’s Stairs cutting up the Woolloomooloo 
ridge (Figures 6.31 to 6.34).
687  Trevor Howells, University of Sydney Architecture, (Sydney: Watermark Press, 2007), 39.
688  Sitte, City Planning According to Artistic Principles, 1889.
689  Alan Saunders, “A City Safe for Vampires to be Undead In”, Jennifer Barrett and Caroline Butler-Bowden 
eds., Debating the City: An Anthology (Sydney: Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales 2007), 248.
690  Saunders, “A City Safe for Vampires to be Undead In”, 248.
691  Davies Pty. Ltd., Millers Point and Walsh Bay Heritage Review, 114, 119.
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Figure 6.26 Slot view Downshire steps, Ross Thornton, 2013.
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Figure 6.27 Detail from Cyril Hume, A view over Sydney Cove and The Rocks from Government 
House, 1880. Moore’s Steps appears in the bottom left-hand corner. Kelly, Max Anchored in a Small 
Cove, Sydney Cove Authority 1997, 40
Figure 6.28 Sydney Ure Smith, 59–69 Macquarie 
Street. Reproduced from Marjorie Barnard, Sydney 
Book, Ure Smith, 1947 ;
Figure 6.29 The slot view at Moore Steps, 2011
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 The slot view, as opposed to the vista, is unplanned. It does not have a central focus unless 
by chance, but it is valued in the design of the city as evidenced by the desire in Council 
policy documents to maintain a “direct view through the block” and prevent anything that may 
“obstruct a view”.692
The categorisation of the slot view is not always clear cut. Although fulfilling all the conditions 
of a slot view when it was originally designed and constructed, the chasm that exists on the 
east side of Sydney Cove and accommodates Moore’s Stairs now has a focus provided by the 
entrance tower of the Art Deco building that was built as the Maritime Services Board Building 
and today houses the Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA). The stairway predates the MCA 
building opposite by some seventy years. The early relationship of the stairway to the view 
across the cove can be seen in Cyril Hume’s photograph from 1880 (Figure 6.27). With the 
redevelopment of East Circular Quay in the late 1990s, the void that contains Moore’s Stairs was 
widened with the buildings set back on either side, windows facing into the stairway and cafes 
occupying the spaces on either side of the stairway with chairs and tables (Figure 6.30). Despite 
these modifications and the introduction of an awning that cuts across the view when travelling 
down the stairs, the pillars and arched lamp frame to the stairway’s upper entry still reinforce 
the slot view between the buildings.
On the other side of the Domain and Woolloomooloo Bay a significant slot view is gained 
from the heights of Victoria Street in Potts Point where Butler’s Stairs provides a sliver of view 
towards the transept and central tower of Saint Mary’s Cathedral. The location for the cathedral 
was established in 1821; however, in 1865 the building was destroyed by fire. A foundation stone 
was laid for the new cathedral building in the same location in 1868, although it was not until 
1900 that the central tower was completed.693
The view from Butler’s Stairs has been depicted by artists several times. In the Picturesque 
Atlas of Australasia a lithograph by W. Mollier from a drawing attributed to Fredrick Schell in 
1886 takes its viewpoint to the right of the top of Butler’s Stairs and looks down into the dark 
streets of the city whose main thoroughfares are lit by lamps.694 (Figure 6.31) In the centre of the 
foreground is the stairway’s lower lamp on an arched iron frame from which the eye travels up 
through the dark mass of houses of Woolloomooloo, smoke rising from their chimneys to a void 
of lighter sky on the horizon. Dark figures of people, a horse and a dog populate the scene and 
the density of the image portrays this area as somewhat sinister and unhealthy. The stairway is 
the entry and exit point to this view, both for the viewer of the image and for the people within it.
692  City of Sydney, The City of Sydney Policy for the Management of Laneways, 20. 
693  www.stmaryscathedral.org.au/history.html (accessed 06/04/2011)
694  Garran ed., Picturesque Atlas of Australasia, 1:85.
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Figure 6.30 Measured drawing of Moore’s Stairs, JPA&D 2012
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Figure 6.31 Fred B Schell, A Glimpse of Sydney from Darlinghurst, 1886. Reproduced in The 
Picturesque Atlas of Australasia, Volume 1.
In 1886 The Picturesque Atlas of Australasia noted not only the practicalities of the “flights of 
stone steps [that] give a pathway for foot passengers from Woolloomooloo up to Victoria Street 
North”, but also observed its viewing potential. Butler’s Stairs still today provides “[f]rom the 
top of these stairs a good view …of a portion of the city, for the eye ranges over the whole of 
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Woolloomooloo Bay, up the western slope of the domain to Hyde Park and the lofty buildings 
beyond”.695
Figure 6.32  John Henry Harvey, Stairs for Pedestrians in Sydney, N.S.W. Glass stereoscope, State 
Library of Victoria.
The view from Butler’s Stairs and the framing the stair gave to the view is also seen in a 
steroscope by John Henry Harvy (Figure 6.32) and a 1945 watercolour by Sydney Ure Smith 
(Figure 6.33). Like the views of Agar Steps by Vic O’Connor (Figure 5.1) and Kenneth Jack 
(Figures 6.14), these use the stairway both as a vantage point and as a partial framing device. 
The work “leads our eyes from the top of the stairs above the rooftops, skimming over the 
cramped terraces and narrow streets of Woolloomooloo, to the Cathedral and the city centre”.696 
The blank walls of the buildings on either side at the beginning of the stair just encroach at 
the edges of the picture to frame the view portrayed by the artist. The stairs lead down into 
the lower foreground of the image and our feet would take this route but our eyes look to the 
spires of the cathedral which seems to be aligned in Smiths watercolour with the centre of the 
stairway. This alignment is emphasised by a street light, the pole of which is exaggerated in 
695  Garran ed., Picturesque Atlas of Australasia, 1:80.
696  Slater, Through Artists Eyes, 145.
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height and ends in a cross formation pointing to the cathedral. In reality the stairway has no 
axial connection to the spires of the cathedral which was completed more than twenty years 
after the stairway was built, and a direct line of view from the centre of the stairway passes just 
to the north of the building.
A view from the same location today (Figure 6.34) is somewhat obscured by a great deal more 
tree cover than existed when Ure Smith did his drawing in 1945 but glimpses of the cathedral 
and the high rise towers of the city can be seen. 
 
Figure 6.34 Butler’s Stairs, 2011Figure 6.33 Sydney Ure Smith, Butler’s Stairs, 
1945. Reproduced in Marjorie Barnard, The Sydney 
Book, 1947
The Panor amic View
The panoramic view is facilitated by stairways whose location and physical arrangement provide 
sweeping views across the city and harbour. High Stairs, linking High Street to Hickson Road, 
for example, provides a sequence of 180 degree panoramic views at different heights from its 
landings as one walks down the stairway (Figure 6.35). High stairs exemplify one of the unique 
features of public urban stairways in Sydney, the series of unfolding images of the city and 
harbour that occur from the users’ changing perspective as they ascend or descend the stairway. 
The user of a stairway is on their way to somewhere else—they are moving, and this results in 
a gradually changing view, an experience that is heightened by stairways such as High Stairs 
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that change direction thus reorientating the user’s viewpoint and offering them a choice of or 
dictating the viewing direction. In the case of high stairs the top of the stairway affords a view 
across the tree line that fringes the concrete apron of Barangaroo out to Darling Harbour with 
its cruise ships and across to the inner city suburb of Pyrmont. As the stairs are descended, the 
far views of suburbs, water and shipping disappear and near views of trees, cars and streetscape 
become the central focus.
The panoramic view has been discussed by Roland Barthes in his essay “The Eiffel Tower” 
where he examines the way in which the viewing of a panorama is an intellectual exercise 
where we try to decipher the scene before us, identifying landmarks that we know, but it is 
not that simple. Barthes sees the panorama as having a “complex, dialectical nature” and goes 
on to explain:
on the one hand, it is a euphoric vision, for it can slide slowly, lightly the entire length of 
a continuous image…and initially no ‘accident’ manages to interrupt this great layer of 
mineral and vegetal strata, perceived in the distance in the bliss of altitude; but on the other 
hand this very continuity engages the mind in a certain struggle, it seeks to be deciphered, 
we must find signs within it, a familiarity proceeding from history and from myth; this is 
why a panorama can never be consumed as a work of art, the aesthetic interest of a painting 
ceasing once we try to recognize in it particular points derived from our knowledge.697
The intellectual aspect of viewing the panorama occurs because even “the bliss of sensation 
(nothing happier than a lofty outlook) does not suffice to elude the questioning nature of the 
mind before an image”.698 This questioning nature leads us “infallibly to imagine a history” 
where under our gaze the city embodies the past at the same time as we see it in the present.
Barthes notes one more feature of the panorama, its ability to induce reflection and reverie, the 
feeling that one is “cut off from the world and yet the owner of a world”,699 a sentiment that has 
much in common with Carter’s idea of a place where one is “borne aloft to dream”.700 
697  Barthes, “The Eiffel Tower”, 10.
698  Barthes, “The Eiffel Tower”, 11.
699  Barthes, “The Eiffel Tower”, 17.
700  Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 288
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Figure 6.35 A sequence of panoramas from the top to bottom landings of High Stairs, 2011
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The Stairway as a Place  
to Sit and watch
In Bernard Rudofsky’s opinion “stairs extend a constant invitation to sit down”.701 This is 
particularly true where the stairway combines with the view to provide locations for viewing 
events for an extended period of time. In Sydney, these can be both personal and public 
celebrations: weddings, New Year’s Eve Fireworks, The Sydney to Hobart Yacht Race and 
Australia Day celebrations or smaller entertainments, such as buskers or children and pets 
playing. 
There are two key characteristics that make a stairway an inviting place to sit and watch for 
an extended period of time. Firstly, they must be wide enough so that people can sit without 
obstructing pedestrian traffic on the stair, and secondly, they need to be orientated towards a 
view, either scenic or active or both. Jan Gehl notes that “[i]f the place offers special attractions 
such as water, trees, flowers, fine space, good architecture and artworks, the individual wants 
a good view of them. At the same time, the individual wants a good view of the life and people 
at the site.”702 There is another criterion that the individual requires when deciding on a place to 
sit —security, and more specifically, being safe from the danger of motor vehicles. 
The stairway provides this security and allows the safe observation of an active view which can 
be as simple as “people watching”. Gehl has observed that “looking at city life is one of the most 
important and most popular urban attractions. People watching is a universal activity that takes 
place constantly as we walk, stand or sit.”703
Short but wide flights of stairs can provide both a wide view and a closer viewing distance. 
This combination of physical characteristics creates an environment that is ideal for supervisory 
watching, carers supervising children or pets at play. The location of the watcher is sufficiently 
close so that viewing of the foreground activity is easily possible and assistance in case of falls 
and accidents quick, whilst being sufficiently removed to give the object of supervision some 
perceived degree of autonomy. Stairways located at a transition point, such as from a park to 
beach or roadway to park where the play surface is on the lower terrain, are ideal for supervisory 
watching. Quentin Stevens notes that where there are generous steps and wide landings people 
often meet friends and sit to rest;704 see Figure 6.36.
701  Rudofsky, Streets for People, 166.
702  Gehl, Cities for People, 140.
703  Gehl, Cities for People, 148.
704  Stevens, The Ludic City, 162.
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Figure 6.36 Steps in Martin Place. Photograph by Ted Szukalski, November 2006
Generously proportioned stairs that rise up from a level, safe area and are free of vehicular 
traffic provide the ideal conditions to watch playful behaviour and entertainers such as street 
performers. Stevens explains that,
flat open areas allow performers freedom of movement and allow their audience to relax, 
comfortably immobilized on the steps. People are already moving more slowly when they 
walk down steps, and if they see something interesting happening below they often stop to 
watch. Informal performances also occur on the steps themselves.705
Steps can “provide a space apart, define a place to wait and rest which is separated horizontally 
and vertically from both the regulated indoors and the constant movement of the street”.706 
Sitting is the most commonly observed behaviour on public stairways, apart from climbing up 
or down. As Stevens notes:
The tiering of steps can offer a large audience a good overview of all the action in the 
public space. Visibility works both ways: steps can become stages or seating. Sitting is a 
705  Stevens, The Ludic City, 162.
706  J. Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture, (London: Temple Smith 1970) cited in 
Stevens, The Ludic City,164.
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relaxed mode of spending time in public space, a position in which the body is at rest but 
attentive to what is going on around it.707 
Stairs can also frame the relationship between the actors and the audience, adding tension and 
dynamics to the interactions between the two which varies the performances and increases 
spontaneity.708 The physical relationship of the audience to the performers that is created by a 
stairway is explained by Stevens:
Stairs structure social distances between strangers and calibrate their exploratory 
encounters: each tread is an increasingly engaged threshold. When people choose where to 
sit on flights of stairs in public, they are able to adjust how close they are to public scrutiny, 
challenge and unpredictability. Because steps are designed to facilitate movement between 
spaces, they also provide for an easy transition between passer-by, seated audience member 
and player.709
Figure 6.37 Joy Ewart Painting School. From the Joy Ewart papers, MS 1995.6, Art Gallery of New 
South Wales
707  Stevens, The Ludic City, London, 164.
708  Caillois 1961; Whyte 1988 cited in Stevens, The Ludic City, 164.
709  Stevens, The Ludic City, 164. 
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It may at first appear that people sitting on a public stairway would prove to be an inconvenience 
to other members of the public who wish to use them as a route of travel but observation has 
shown that this is usually not the case. Those who are sitting tend to select a wide stairway 
and avoid stairways with heavy traffic. They also tend to keep to the side of the stairway 
leaving a passage for pedestrians. It is only when the stairway becomes temporary seating 
for a performance and a substantial crowd gathers that the passageway becomes blocked once 
all spaces to the sides are taken. Even then, those people sitting generally lean to one side 
apologetically to let pedestrians pass.
There are several positive effects that result from people sitting on stairways, the most notable of 
which is the many willing pairs of hands which offer to help with lifting strollers, prams, shopping 
trolleys or heavy suitcases. The proximity and relative idleness of those seated enforce an implied 
obligation to assist others, thus bringing total strangers into brief but productive contact.
Another positive aspect of the stairway as a place to sit is the advantage that steps provide as an 
amphitheatre over the natural slope of the ground. As Donlyn Lyndon has noted in Chamber 
for a Memory Place, “…each step sets its row of citizens apart in an orderly way, creating clear 
views for all, without the jostling and confusion of a natural slope”.710
These benefits of the stairway as a place to sit and watch, the orderly arrangement, the clear 
view and the presence of helping hands can create a situation that is almost the replica of a 
theatre and so is ideal as a performance space. 
The Stairway as Performance Space
As well as a space for audience seating, the stairway can also provide a stage location for 
performance. By raising the performers above the audience the stairs and the landings take on 
the form of a stage. In March of 2008 and 2009 the New South Wales Historic Houses Trust held 
a festival in The Rocks area called “We’re Living in the 70s”. They provided free live seventies 
music, street theatre, period dress and dancing competitions as well as market stalls selling 
primarily seventies homewares, clothes and memorabilia. The festival was held to “celebrate 
the era of green bans and protests that saved [the Rocks] from demolition and development”.711 
‘Green Bans’ are a uniquely Australian contribution to environmental preservation and were 
bans on development enforced by the “Building Workers Industrial Union (BWIU), The 
710  Lyndon and Moore, Chamber for a Memory Palace, 60.
711  Historic Houses Trust, Events Autumn 2009, 2
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Federated Engine Driver’s and Firemen’s Association (FEDFA) and the Builders Labourer’s 
Federation (BLF) under the leadership of Jack Mundy, Joe Owens and the late Bob Pringle”.712
The main location for this festival was the area at which the Cumberland Place Steps cross 
Cambridge Street. The physical form and controlled conditions of the stairways at Cumberland 
Place present several distinct advantages for this kind of street festival. For example, the space 
is free of all vehicular traffic, it is public space, open to all comers and is protected by the 
surrounding buildings from wind, yet in this instance the surrounding buildings are sufficiently 
low-rise not to dominate the space and permit the entry of sunshine. The multiple stairways that 
connect into Cumberland Place contribute to making this location ideal for such a festival. The 
flight of steps down from Gloucester Street provides both pedestrian access and tiered seating 
for the crowds that gathered to watch the performances (Figure 6.39); another short flight of 
steps rising to the south end of Cambridge Street provided a stage for live bands, leaving the 
area of flat ground in front of both sets of stairs for dance competitions and other performances.
Figure 6.38 Plan of Cumberland Place JPA&D 2012
A third stairway, the one rising from Harrington Street, provides a controlled entry point into 
the small square, enabling the Historic Houses Trust volunteers to distribute leaflets and answer 
712  “Green Bans”, Authorised by Andrew Ferguson, State Secretary, CFMEU, www.cfmeu-construction-
nsw.com (accessed 04/04/2011); Meredith Burgmann and Verity Burgmann, Green Bans Red Union, (Sydney: 
UNSW Press 1998).
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questions. The fourth side of the square, to the north along Cambridge Street, was lined with 
stalls for the festival, but access from this end was also controlled by the shallow, sloping stairs 
that link it to Argyle Street. 
Although an organised event, the locations of both the entertainers and audience on the various 
stairways gave an impromptu atmosphere to the occasion. It gave the audience the ability to 
participate and improvise and in doing so created a lively, colourful and exciting atmosphere. 
It is because of the amphitheatre-like effect of the stairways that this activity could easily be 
viewed by all.
Urban stairways, as both semi-private and semi-public space where the public and private 
domains meet, overlap and sometimes conflict, prove to be fertile ground for imagination, 
social happenings and community events, both organised, such as the “We’re living in the 70s” 
festival discussed above, and spontaneous, as is generally the case with children’s play. Whether 
it is a state sanctioned event or unsanctioned activities (such as skateboard jumps), stairways 
can become sites of performance, both as a stage, and as audience seating. When the public 
are watching competitive play, a skateboarding competition, for example, the audience helps to 
ensure ‘fair play’.713
Figure 6.39 The stairway as seating, Cumberland Place, 2009. Photograph Encapture Photography
713  Stevens, The Ludic City, 37.
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This chapter has shown that the inhabitants of Sydney have a strong tradition of viewing that 
extends from the early days of the colony and that the view from stairways within the public 
spaces of the city provide a variety of physical arrangements that frame and control the view 
and affect our viewing behaviour. Vistas, slot views and panoramic views are all facilitated 
by different physical stairway configurations, some deliberately designed to promote viewing, 
others providing a viewing opportunity incidentally. The views these stairways provide help 
us to locate ourselves both physically and temporarily. They assist us in understanding the 
changing physical form of the city and our place within it. They give us a place to observe and 
participate in personal, community and national events and to view some of the celebrations, art 
and history of the city. For these reasons, the viewing functions provided by stairways contribute 
to the cultural heritage of the city. Views need to be seriously considered more widely as part of 
the heritage significance of a public stairway. The use of the stairway as the facilitator of views 
out to the city in our past and contemporary culture establish a continued cultural practise of 
viewing the city and its many changes that is likely to continue far into the future. Performances 
enacted or viewing from stairways add to the cultural and social life of the city and potentially 
to the heritage significance of that place in years to come.
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Chapter seven
Man o’war Steps:  
the Stairway as Threshold
Figure 7.1 Katherine Lilian Farran, Man of war steps, Sydney. Watercolour, 1908, National Library of 
Australia (an5202384)
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do not stairs rhythm the walk 
through the city, whilst at the 
same time serving as transition 
between different rhythms?714
714  Lefebvre and Régulier, “Rhythmanalysis of Mediterranean Cities” , 237.
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The Concept of Threshold
T he concept of threshold is inseparably linked with the concept of a border because a threshold presents a way of crossing a border. In urban space this way of crossing can be provided by a public stairway. This is not only the case for a topographical 
border such as at the water’s edge, but also temporal borders, that is, the time between different 
activities and social borders as exemplified by different urban districts.
This chapter reviews the concept of the threshold, before examining the stairway as a topographic 
threshold and the importance of the land–water threshold to Sydney’s cultural heritage. A 
detailed study of Man O’War Steps, including both its history of physical development and its 
use as a site of cultural events, of arrivals and departures, reveals the significance of Sydney’s 
oldest extant land–water threshold. The chapter then moves to an exploration of the stairway as 
a temporal threshold. Here the stairways to Hyde Park provide an example, both in the sense 
of the diurnal cycles of the city and in the context of a historical marker of past events. Lastly, 
this chapter looks at the stairway as a social threshold, a physical object that underlines a social 
division whilst at the same time providing a way of crossing it, at least temporarily.
The idea of the threshold in architecture is often discussed in terms of domestic space and its 
connection to and separation from the external world but the thinking on threshold spaces can 
be extended beyond the domestic, religious or commercial threshold into public space.715 The 
concept of threshold is used in urban planning as an approach to examine the physical limits that 
expanding towns encounter and the costs associated with overcoming those thresholds.716 But 
the concept of threshold in urban space has other applications, including the specific situation 
of the public stairway. The urban stairway possesses characteristics in common with all of 
715  Alexander and others, A Pattern Language, 500, 611, 743, 931, 1090, 1092; Gaston Bachelard, The 
Poetics of Space, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994), 218, 223; Benjamin, Passagenwerk, Vol 1, konvolut C3, 5, 141; 
Casey, The Fate of Place, 293; Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 221; Christian Norberg-Schultz, Towards a 
Phenomenology of Architecture, (London: Academy Editions, 1980), 8, 9, 170; Stevens, The Ludic City, 152-
177. Sharon Gerstel ed. Thresholds of the Sacred, (Dumbarton Oaks: Harvard University Press, 2006). Laurent 
Stalder, “Turning Architecture Inside Out: Revolving Doors and Other Threshold Devices”, Journal of Design 
History, Vol 22, No1, Oxford University Press, 2009, 69-77. 
716  Jerzy Kozlowski, Threshold Approach in Urban, Regional and Environmental Planning, (St. Lucia: 
Queensland University Press,1986).
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these ideas of threshold, namely, the boundary as separation, and also as connector over that 
boundary, the notion that the threshold denotes both a limit and the means of passing through 
that limit.717
Literature on the threshold in the public realm deals with a variety of threshold situations. 
The German philosopher Georg Simmel (1858–1918), in his essay “Bridge and Door” (1909), 
provides a useful starting point when looking at built elements that facilitate the threshold 
conditions of connection and separation.718 The examples of the bridge and the door employed 
by Simmel provide clues as to how the stairway also behaves as a threshold space in the 
public realm, linking, joining and connecting whilst at the same time dividing, separating 
and disconnecting. The stairway, like the bridge and the door, is a concrete manifestation of 
humankind’s need to both connect and separate. Simmel points out that simply by “choosing two 
items from the undistinguished store of natural things in order to designate them as ‘separate’, 
we emphasise these two together against whatever lies between them”.719 In the same way as 
the banks of the river discussed by Simmel are “not just apart but ‘separated’”, the same is true 
for many topographical locations in Sydney where the connection has been solidified and the 
separation made clear by the building of a stairway. If we had not connected these spaces “in 
our practical thoughts, in our needs and in our fantasy, then the concept of separation would 
have no meaning”.720
The German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889–1976) also discusses the bridge as a 
connecting element in “Building, Dwelling, Thinking”. An examination of the stairway via 
Heidegger’s exploration of the bridge reveals a built element that transforms a space into a 
location. Heidegger observes that “there are many spots along the stream that can be occupied 
by something”.721 In a similar way there are many places along a street or foreshore where 
a stairway can be positioned but by virtue of the stairway a location comes into existence. 
Heidegger posits the idea that the bridge “does not just connect banks that are already there. The 
banks emerge as banks only as the bridge crosses the stream.”722 The public stairway defines 
locations in a similar way. What was previously only high ground and low ground become the 
top of the stair and the bottom of the stair, becoming specific locations only when there is a 
means of linking them and so defining the place.
717  Stavros Stavrides, ‘Spatiotemporal thresholds and the Experience of Otherness’, Living in a Material 
World 2000: Consuming (in) the war zone, Coventry University Conference 1999, proceedings, 2000.
718  Simmel, “Bridge and Door”, 1997.
719  Simmel, “Bridge and Door”, 66.
720  Simmel, “Bridge and Door”, 66.
721  Martin Heidegger, “Building, Dwelling, Thinking”, Rethinking Architecture, Neil leach ed. (London and 
New York: Routledge, 1997), 105.
722  Heidegger, “Building, Dwelling, Thinking”, 104.
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Henri Lefebvre sees the stairway as a threshold that links time and provides a passage of 
initiation. In the essay “Rhythmanalysis of Mediterranean Cities”, Lefebvre and Régulier 
present an analysis of the way in which the public stairway operates, including the threshold 
characteristics of “obligatory, even initiational passage for the traveller to the descent towards 
the city and the sea”.723 The stairway facilitates entry and passage, allows for transition from 
one time and place to the next and in doing so forms part of the traveller’s initiation into the 
rhythms of the city.
The recent work of authors including Quentin Stevens, Bernd Jager and Stavros Stavrides has 
also provided a philosophical underpinning for an exploration of public stairways as threshold 
spaces. Stevens has examined the idea of the threshold in public space and its connection with 
opportunities for public play. Much of Stevens’ work on this topic is based on Australian case 
studies, particularly in Melbourne. The use of Australian case studies is particularly useful for 
this dissertation, as both climate and cultural influences affect the way people behave in public 
and the activities that are available to them. Countries with winter snow, for example, provide 
the opportunity for highly risky snowboarding down stairs but discourage the relaxed sitting 
around on stairways that occurs even in winter in Sydney.724
Bernd Jager comes to a discussion of the threshold from the field of psychology and much of 
his writing explores contrasts that can be expressed in spatial terms such as inside and outside 
where he sees the threshold as essential to holding separate and distinct worlds apart.725 This 
separation of distinct worlds is also a central concept in the work of Stavros Stavrides which is 
drawn upon by Stevens. Stavrides’s work, however, takes the understanding of threshold space 
beyond the domestic realm. He provides an insight into some of the behavioural conditions 
that occur in public threshold spaces that result from the intensification of pressures on human 
beings at transitional locations such as border crossings. If we consider the border between 
land and water or street and park then the public stairway provides the transitional location for 
crossing such borders.
Threshold Space
The threshold is a physically restricted space, whose design, as Hillier and Hanson observe, 
“always constrains people’s behaviour and their perceptions”, and yet the opening, the passage 
723  Lefebvre and Régulier, ‘Rhythmanalysis of Mediterranean Cities’, 237.
724  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BL2jif_ukHA accessed 01/05/2010, 
725  Bernd Jager, ‘Thresholds and Inhabitation’, Environmental and Architectural Phenomenology, Vol:20, 
No.3, 1999, 8.
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through that the stairway, provides, permits movement, progress or escape.726 The stairway as a 
threshold space thus regulates passage and indicates “a potential movement towards otherness”.727 
The diversity and difference of otherness, the thing or experience that is unfamiliar, gives the 
threshold condition an aspect of potential danger or potential excitement.
Stairway spaces have a complex nature, facilitating physical, temporal and social transitions. 
The physical threshold creates a place of “vivid personal interactions”, creating locations that 
allow the performance of social rituals, particularly those concerned with arrival, meeting 
and departure.728 
Existing only to be crossed,… the threshold is not a defining border that keeps out a hostile 
otherness, but a complicated social artefact that produces, through differently defined acts 
of crossing, different relations between sameness and otherness.729 
Whilst the similarities between the bridge and the stairway as threshold spaces are significant, 
there is at least one way in which they differ dramatically. According to Simmel, “it makes no 
difference in meaning in which direction one crosses a bridge” but in a similar way to the door, 
the direction in which one moves on a stairway “displays a complete difference of intention”.730 
Going up a stairway is a metaphorical rising, improving through making incremental changes to 
gain something better. In Sydney, as in many other cities, this metaphor often becomes reality, 
with residences at the top commanding greater views, fresher breezes and the corresponding 
higher real estate prices. 
The stairway connects the space being left with the space being entered but the threshold is not 
automatically neutral space. Its allegiance often belongs to one of the two states it connects. The 
stairs from the street to Hyde Park belong more to the park than the street, being contained within 
the park’s boundary and designed to suit the aesthetic established for the park, of sandstone 
walls and garden edgings. When we consider the stairways that provide a threshold between the 
land and the water, the stairway being solid would seem to be more aligned with the land but a 
closer examination of the treads and risers below the waterline shows they provide anchorage 
points for seaweed and homes for crustaceans, making them seemingly part of the aquatic 
world. This exemplifies one of the characteristics of the stairway as threshold, its ambiguous 
and changing nature. It is a way up and a way down, it allows movement but at the same time 
726  Bill Hillier and Julienne Hanson, The Social Logic of Space, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1984) cited in Stevens, The Ludic City, 152.
727  Stavrides, “Spatiotemporal thresholds and the Experience of Otherness”, 3.
728  Jager, “Thresholds and Inhabitation”, 4.
729  Stavrides, “Spatiotemporal thresholds and the Experience of Otherness”, 7.
730  Simmel, “Bridge and Door”, 68
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controls it. Crossing the threshold from one public space to another involves change and creates 
“a condition of complexity and ambiguity that enriches opportunities for creative invention”.731
The landings of a stairway may also provide additional threshold spaces, to parklands, shops, 
residences or alternate pathways. This potentially complex layering of thresholds creates an 
environment that necessitates interaction and negotiation with fellow travellers. The proximity 
with others it enforces provides opportunities for us to exercise social behaviours; greet each 
other, even those we do not know; assist each other with strollers, heavy suitcases and the 
like; show acts of kindness, allowing the other to go first. Proximity enforces connection 
with our fellow human beings. As Stavrides has observed, “[t]hresholds are the place of 
negotiation with otherness”.732 They are the place of negotiation with those people and places 
which are unfamiliar.
These threshold situations, concluding one space and introducing another, lead to an 
intensification of activity so that these locations develop into sites of commemoration, 
celebration and spectacle, in turn creating places which are often more important to society 
than the physical size and materiality of the stairway might suggest. As Heidegger pointed out, 
“[a] boundary is not that at which something stops, but…is that from which something begins 
its presencing”.733 Thus the stairway at the boundary between land and water or street and park 
can be seen as not the point at which either ends but rather as the point where both begin. 
The land–water Threshold
In Sydney, stairways that connect land to water have been highly significant throughout the 
country’s post-1788 history, particularly so before the advent of air travel. They connect the 
waterfront to the city and the city to the wider world. Despite their importance, the evidence of 
foreshore landing stairs is especially difficult to gather because “waterfront areas are so often 
amongst the most dramatic and changing sections of cities”.734 As a result many of these early 
landing stairs have been lost but their role was crucial because in the early colony the harbour 
provided the settlement’s only link with the outside world and its primary supply line.735 As 
Graeme Alpin and George Parsons note:
731  Brit Andresen, and Lyndall Milani, ”Place and Occasion at the City Threshold”, Subtropical Cities 2006 
Conference Proceedings: Achieving Ecologically Sustainable Urbanism in a Subtropical Built Environment, 
Rosemary Kenny ed., Accessed at www.subtropicalcities2006.qut.edu.au (accessed 18/05/2010).
732  Stavrides, “Spatiotemporal thresholds and the Experience of Otherness”, 8.
733  Heidegger, “Building, Dwelling, Thinking”, 105.
734  Alpin, and Storey, Waterfront Sydney 1860-1920, 20.
735  Alpin, and Storey, Waterfront Sydney 1860-1920, 8.
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The sea was the link with ‘Home’; it also ensured the survival of a society which imported 
almost all of its manufactured goods as well as much of its food. Until the 1810s, the 
colonists knew more about the Pacific Ocean and the southern seas than they did about 
the land which lay west of the Blue Mountains, only 100 kilometres or less from town.736
This focus on the water, and the connection to the rest of the world by sea, led from 1803 to 
sets of landing stairs being built at points along the shoreline. Used for landing both goods and 
people, these stairs provided crucial thresholds that were vital to the development and growth 
of the nation.
The water’s edge presents a threshold condition that magnifies the drama of arrival and 
departure. In Sydney landing stairs have been used as the site for celebrations, festivals, rituals 
and ceremonies to mark this transition. Crossing the water / land threshold in early Sydney was 
a common event for the quotidian matters of collecting food, gathering rushes and shells, and 
loading and unloading cargo. Prior to 1803 it seems stairs had no role in this transition with 
goods being unloaded at the ‘heaving down place’ or at the very basic government or hospital 
wharves, simple timber jetties that projected into the cove. The advantages of a stairway at the 
water’s edge is to accommodate tidal changes and human gait, to combat the steepness of the 
gangplank at low tide, and provide a variety of connection levels for vessels of different sizes. 
This resulted in the addition to the Government Wharf of the Government Landing Stairs. The 
first point of arrival for dignitaries entering the young colony was the Government Wharf, 
located near the current junction of Loftus and Alfred Streets. The Government Wharf was 
begun in December 1788737 and can be seen in the first Map of Sydney738 (see Figure 6.2).
Its construction was completed in November 1790739 and in July 1803 it was extended in length by 
nine metres.740 It is likely that it was at this time the landing steps were added.741 The landing stairs 
bridged the separation between ship and shore in a far more permanent way than a gangplank. 
In a similar way to Simmel’s discussion of the bridge, the threshold created by the landing 
stairs solidified “an essentially human act, the act to separate and connect simultaneously”.742 
736  Graeme Aplin, and George Parsons, “Maritime trade: Shipping and the Early Colonial Economy”, A 
Difficult Infant Sydney Before Macquarie, Graeme Aplin ed., (Sydney: NSWU Press 1988), 148.
737  Collins, An Account of the English Colony, 1:40.
738  William Bradley, Sydney Cove, Port Jackson, 1 March 1788, diary held by the Mitchell Library. 
739  Collins, An Account of the English Colony, 1:117.
740  The Sydney Gazette, 10 July 1803.
741  McCormick and others, First Views of Australia 1788 – 1825, 292-293. The steps can also be seen on the 
large terrazzo map representing Sydney as it was in 1808 that is located at the entrance to First Fleet Park, 
Circular Quay
742  Stavros Stavrides, “Heterotopias and the Experience of Porous Urban Space”, Loose Space: Diversity 
and Possibility in Urban Life, Karen A. Franck and Quentin Stevens eds., (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2007) 175.
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The wharf on its own had not connected people to the water or the shipping; the addition of 
gangplanks and ropes was needed to create temporary connections. 
Figure 7.2 Plan of Sydney, drawn by the convict Francis Fowles, 16 April 1788. National Library of 
Australia (nk276-v)
In January 1810 Lachlan Macquarie arrived in Sydney Cove. He and his wife Elizabeth made the 
transition over the threshold to the new land, his new post and a new future via the Government 
Landing stairs at the end of the government wharf where
The 102nd Regiment formed an open line extending from the Government Landing Stairs 
to Government House; and at the appointed hour HIS EXCELLENCY and LADY leaving 
the ship, a salute was fired from the ships which was answered by the Battery at Dawes 
Point.743
The reference to the Government Landing Stairs could almost be missed in the flurry of gunfire 
from ships and the battery but this was the most significant stair in the early colony and for the 
Macquaries it was a threshold both psychologically as well as physically. As Stavrides has noted, 
thresholds “not only ensure the act of passage, but also serve as representations of passage.”744 
The Macquaries were not just on the physical threshold of a new land mass but on the temporal 
threshold of a new time, that was to become known in Australia as the Macquarie Era.
743  The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, Sunday 7 January 1810, 2.
744  Stavrides, “Spatiotemporal thresholds and the Experience of Otherness”, 2
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Having been used primarily for the unloading of the King’s ships the Government Landing 
Stairs were demolished as part of the first phase of reclamation works that established 
a broad semicircular quay on the verge of the deep water, along the head of the cove, 
affording at once a convenient wharf, to which ships can be brought up, and the most 
probable means of preserving the harbour from being gradually filled up by the matter 
washed into it from the adjoining heights.745 
The masonry seawall initially only extended “from the eastern side of Sydney Cove to the 
eastern side of the now narrowed Tank Stream estuary”.746 
Man o’war Steps
Most landing stairs in Sydney harbour are physically small, narrow with steep risers and shallow 
treads; they are rarely more than a dozen risers high. They are also generally insignificant in 
the community’s collective consciousness but Man O’War Steps, located in the small bay to 
the east of the Sydney Opera House, has a social significance that far outweighs its physicality. 
It has been the site for troops departing to war, bodies being brought home, the staging of 
political protests and the celebratory arrival point for adventurous sailors.747 The stair’s location, 
overlooked by both the Botanical Gardens and the Opera House, creates an ideal stage for the 
celebration of arrivals and departures with the surrounding higher ground, both natural and 
artificial, providing vantage points for spectators. Here the intensification of social activity, 
initially generated by the function of the stairway, surpasses the necessity for the stairway itself 
and although giving a name and a physical marker to the location, the actual steps have become 
all but redundant as will be shown in the following examination.
During the governorship of Lachlan Macquarie from 1810 to 1822, the small bay to the east 
of Fort Macquarie was named Port Lachlan and used for small craft.748 The historian John 
McGuanne claims that prior to 1817 when Governor Macquarie laid the foundation stone for 
Fort Macquarie, the Governor “had built for his private use a small landing place, now known 
as Man-O’-War Steps” and that the small bay was known as Port Lachlan,749 after Macquarie’s 
son.750 The bay and an indication of a built causeway appears on a map of 1822, entitled Plan 
745  The Sydney Gazette Thursday 20th June 1833, 3.
746  Alpin and Storey, Waterfront Sydney 1860-1920, 11.
747  Jessica Watson, the youngest solo round the world sailor arrived here in May 2010.
748  Alpin and Storey, Waterfront Sydney 1860-1920, 14.
749  John McGuanne, “Bennilong Point and Fort Macquarie”, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical 
Society Volume 1. Part 2., 1901, 10.
750  New South Wales State Heritage Register
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of the Town of Sydney August 1922751 and it appears labelled “Port Lachlan” in Maclehose’s 
Stranger’s Guide for 1839.752
Whilst originally reserved for the use of the Governor, Man O’War Steps did not remain so for 
long and was by the mid 1820s a place for men to bathe although the Governor still retained 
bathing houses there. The causeway and steps are described in a serialised letter, published in 
the Monitor in 1827, where the author recounts, “then there’s the Governor’s bathing houses 
and a ‘causeway’ I think they call it, with steps into the water at Port Lachlan, for gentlemen 
to bathe”753 [italics in original]. The usefulness of steps to enter the water is illustrated by the 
letter writer’s description of her brother’s attempt to bathe by jumping off the rocks only to find 
that “the sea in the meantime had given him the slip, so that he found himself hands and knees 
among the oyster shells”.754
The naval usage of the jetty had begun by the 1850, when the Admiralty referred to it as a 
‘stone pier’ and it was used for supplying water to the shipping that was anchored in the cove 
nearby.755 The shipping was mainly warships which gave the steps their name. Waugh notes in 
his Stranger’s Guide to Sydney, of 1861, that it was off the Macquarie Fort that the Men-of-War 
anchored that periodically visited the harbour and that a “small jetty” had been built “close at 
hand for their use”.756 The use by the navy continued for many years. Liberty boats, the small 
stable boats that carried British sailors ashore from their ships after months of hard work, used 
the steps to land their passengers.757 The handling of water and stores and the embarkation of 
crews also happened from these steps.758
Images from the small picture files of the State Library of New South Wales and other sources 
provide documentation of the evolution of the causeway, steps and small harbour.759 The 
first image, from 1864, is taken from the vantage point of Fort Macquarie, looking towards 
Government House (Figure 7.3). It shows the causeway and stone steps leading into the waters 
of Port Lachlan, with boats pulled up at the stairs as well as in the bay. Building work seems to 
be under way, with a harbour wall only partially complete. A photograph, dated between 1875 
751  Mitchell Library, Sydney. Reproduced in Kelly and Crocker, Sydney Takes Shape, 14.
752  Maclehose, Picture of Sydney and Strangers’ Guide.
753  The Monitor, Sydney Tuesday 26 June 1827, 5.
754  The Monitor, Sydney Tuesday 26 June 1827, 5.
755  New South Wales State Heritage Register 
756  Waugh, The Stranger’s Guide to Sydney, 27.
757  http://www.liberty-boat.com/ (accessed 04/05./2012)
758  New South Wales State Heritage Register 
759  See also The Tyrell and Phillips Collections of the Powerhouse Museum, 
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and 1881, shows that the harbour wall has been completed but the top two rows of sandstone 
blocks that form the causeway appear to be only loosely placed (Figure 7.4).
By the time the detached squadron of the British Royal Navy visited Sydney in 1881, the two 
top rows of unbedded stones from the previous image had been mortared into place. The visit of 
the squadron was a significant event in Sydney with a sham naval fight being conducted for the 
entertainment of the population (Figure 7.5). Man O’War Steps, the associated causeway and 
neighbouring shoreline ground proved to be a good viewing location for the event as can be seen 
in a photograph taken at the time.
Figure 7.3 From the Fort, 1864. Carte de Visite, State Library of New South Wales (SPF /1053) 
Sometime between 1885 and 1895 a gas lamp was installed at the end of the causeway. Its base 
appears to have taps with basins below for the provision of fresh water. Iron rings for the purposes 
of tying up small craft had also been installed into the top row of new stones (Figure 7.6). 
The year 1885 seems to have seen significant development of the causeway. As well as the 
additional rows of stones, lamp and rings for tying up boats, a stanchion and chain fence was 
added to the Farm Cove side of the causeway and the whole given a new top surface. 
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Figure 7.4 Government House from Fort Macquarie, 1875–1881. State Library of New South Wales, 
(SPF /126)
Figure 7.5 Sham Naval Fight, Detached Squadron, Sydney 1881. State Library of New South Wales, 
(SPF /1013)
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Figure 7.6 Man of War Jetty, Sydney Harbour, 1885–189. State Library of New South Wales (SPF /871)
There is also now evidence of another set of landing stairs, this time constructed in timber 
and on the east side of the causeway. It is likely that with the increased harbour traffic, the 
original steps on the west side were now being used almost exclusively by the small boats of the 
watermen, with other, possibly larger, vessels tying up at the timber stairs (Figure 6.7). During 
the 1890s the jetty was used as an occasional terminus for city passengers by Sydney ferries.760
Whilst Man O’War Steps has had its share of dignitaries’ arrivals and departures, it has also 
been the place for much more sombre occasions. For soldiers embarking for war, the threshold 
experience of Man O’War Steps was indeed “the suspension of a previous identity and the 
preparation for a new one”.761 This passing over a threshold was both explicitly and implicitly 
a “symbolic act, … a gesture towards otherness. Not only spatial otherness but also temporal 
otherness, as in departing from the present for a more or less unknown future.”762 
760  New South Wales State Heritage Register
761  Stavrides, ‘Spatiotemporal thresholds and the Experience of Otherness’, 8.
762  Stavrides, ‘Spatiotemporal thresholds and the Experience of Otherness’, 8.
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On the 3rd of March 1885 Man O’War Steps was the threshold crossed by troops leaving Australia 
to fight in the Sudan, exemplifying the temporal otherness of departing to an unknown future. 
Once the threshold has been crossed there is often no going back. 
Figure 7.7 Government House from Fort Macquarie, Henry King Studio (1880–1900). Powerhouse 
Museum Tyrell Collection (00g03201)
The troops that left for the Soudan were not to be the only ones to do so from this location. A 
plaque on the entrance pillars to the jetty informs passers-by that 
From these steps 2215 Officers and Sailors of the RAN left to serve their country in the 
Great War 1914-1918, and the Second World War 1939-1945, Korea, Malaya, and Vietnam, 
never to return to enjoy the fruits of their labours in their native land.763
Between 1885 and 1895 a small building was added to the southern end of the causeway 
(Figure 7.8). It was principally intended for naval use but was also used to provide facilities for 
the watermen and to act as a waiting room for their customers as well as ferry passengers.764 
Watermen plied the harbour in small row boats that ferried people and goods around the harbour 
763  Site Plaque
764  New South Wales State Heritage Register.
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in much the same way as the modern water taxi. However, with no bridge across the harbour 
and no commercial ferry service to the North Shore before the establishment in 1861 of the 
North Shore Ferry Company, the role of the watermen was a crucial one.765
Figure 7.8 Imperial Squadron, Australian Station, off Man O’War steps, Benelong Point. Phillips 
Glass Plate Negative Collection, Powerhouse Museum (2008/165/1-8)
The use of the building by other than navy personnel caused friction. In 1902 the waiting room 
was described as “the habitual resort of idlers” by Rear Admiral Beaumont, R.N. and a Captain 
G. H. Field was more explicit the next year, complaining about the idlers, “especially those 
disreputable ones of the female sex who make it a most objectionable waiting place for the wives 
of Officers and Men”.766
The photograph in Figure 7.9 can be dated to 1901 by the decorations and landing pavilion that 
can be seen at Fleet Steps in the background (see Chapter Eight). After the construction of first 
temporary timber stairs and then a permanent sandstone stairway of monumental proportions 
765  http://www.sydneyferries.info/about-sydney-ferries/history.htm accessed 01/05/2012
766  New South Wales State Heritage Register.
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on the eastern side of Farm Cove, the significance of Man O’War Steps as an official ceremonial 
arrival point dwindled but was not entirely extinguished. Due to its proximity to Government 
House, Man O’War Steps continued to be used for dignitaries whose first engagement on arrival 
was to visit the Governor-General. 
Figure 7.9 Man O’War Stairs, Sydney. Star Photo Company. State Library of New South Wales (PXE 
711/52)
When the Great White American Fleet arrived in Sydney in 1908, the monumental stairway, 
now known as Fleet Steps, had been built for the large official public welcome (see Chapter 
Eight). However, The Sydney Morning Herald reported that 
The Admiral commanding the United States Fleet, other admirals, and captains of ships, 
will land at Man-O’-War steps, and call on the Governor-General and the Governor, at 
Government House. The guard of honour from the Commonwealth Naval Forces will be 
drawn up at Man-O’-War steps to receive the Admiral.767
The stairway as a threshold of arrival and departure was not limited to celebratory events. 
Commemoration of the dead and the shock of disaster are also part of the cultural heritage of this 
stairway. On the 3rd November 1927, the greatest marine disaster ever seen on Sydney Harbour 
767  The Sydney Morning Herald, 15th August 1908, 14.
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occurred. The Royal Mail Steamer Tahiti collided with the ferry Greycliffe off Bradley’s Head 
on its regular 4:14 pm trip from Circular Quay to Watsons Bay. Forty people aged between two 
and eighty-one years were killed. Many surviving passengers as well as the bodies of the dead 
were taken to Man O’War steps which was used as a temporary casualty clearing station. “The 
dead were laid out on the pathway by Man o’ war steps, where police prepared them to be taken 
to the city Morgue for identification.”768
In 1936 Gunner Sullivan’s ashes arrived at Man O’War steps. Gunner Arthur Percy Sullivan V.C, 
went to London as part of the Australian Coronation Contingent for the Coronation of George VI. 
Gunner Sullivan slipped when stepping off a kerb and died later from the injuries. The arrival of 
his ashes at Man O’War Steps was memorialised by a ceremonial landing and procession.769
Man O’War Steps has been a much contested threshold. There has been a long and complex 
debate over the responsibility for the maintenance and policing of the jetty and steps throughout 
its history. The debate has involved the NSW Colonial and subsequently State Government, the 
Imperial Government and the later Commonwealth Government, the Royal Navy, the Royal 
Australian Navy, the Sydney Harbour Trust and the Maritime Services Board of New South 
Wales. The debate continued for almost 120 years and was only resolved in the 1970s when the 
site was redeveloped in conjunction with the construction of the Sydney Opera House.770
Much of the seawall, built in the 1860s, and the surrounding landform was destroyed or altered 
with the construction of the Sydney Opera House. The stone jetty and Man O’War Steps were 
retained, however, and the area was rebuilt between 1970 and 1973.771 East and west pontoons 
were built from the jetty and today can be booked by commercial vessel operators through the 
New South Wales Marine Transport Authority, providing them with “a right of access”.772
Man O’War Steps as a location encompasses more than the steps themselves. Whilst it was 
reported that the young solo sailor, Jessica Watson, arrived at Man O’War Steps on May 16th 
2010, she did not in fact arrive or make the transition from boat to land via the stone steps 
themselves. Instead she brought her boat alongside one of the pontoons, decorated in pink and 
surrounded by welcoming crowds, and stepped over the side onto the floating pontoon that 
connected to the land. 
768  www.policensw.com/info/history/tahiti.html (accessed 21-05-2009).
769  Sydney Morning Herald. www.naa.gov.au (accessed 23-10-2007).
770  New South Wales State Heritage Register.
771  New South Wales State Heritage Register.
772  http://www.maritime.nsw.gov.au/cv/wharf_bookings.html (accessed 15-09-2011).
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Figure 7.10 Sydney Harbour Farm Cove, Man-o-war steps, Star Photo Co., 1908. State Library of 
New South Wales (PXE 711 /27)
Figure 7.11 Jessica Watson arrives in Sydney at Man O’War Steps. http://www.triplem.com.au/
adelaide/sport/photos/jessica-watson-arrival?selectedImage=5
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The significance of the location as a point of arrival and associated celebrations now encompasses 
more than just the physical steps. Man O’War Steps is now the name of a location that extends 
beyond the steps and is only loosely connected to them. So, like the bridge discussed by Heidegger, 
the stairway has also made the site into a location.773 The place becomes more than the physical 
entity of the stairway because it embodies people’s memories, experiences and emotions. 
The concept of “place memory” is central to much of the work of the philosopher Edward 
Casey who notes that, “[i]t is the stabilizing persistence of place as a container of experiences 
that contributes so powerfully to its intrinsic memorability”.774 This approach to memory and 
place has provided the impetus for work in a wide variety of fields including public history, 
preservation and public art. As Dolores Hayden’s 1995 book The Power of Place illustrates, 
when looking at urban landscapes as public history there are ways to utilise the memory of 
place to create urban history projects that are inclusive of more than just the official state and 
national histories.775 
A stairway marks a space, turning it from merely a geographical location into a place where 
people enter and leave while other people watch. It gives the place a name, an image, a meaning, 
but over time the activities initiated by the stair’s existence, activities of arrival and departure, 
celebration and protest can overtake the fact of the stair itself. The location of Man O’War 
Steps, although still named and known for the stairs, often functions as the celebratory space for 
arrival and departure without the involvement of the actual steps at all. Activities on the stairs 
transform the location into a place, that is, a location that has historical and social meaning, with 
connections to memory.
The historical significance of Man O’War Steps is viewed in the State Heritage Register as “its 
association with activities of early and more recent naval usage of the jetty which has made an 
important contribution to the naval settlement and activities of Sydney Harbour”.776 The social 
significance and research potential of Man O’War Steps has not been considered, the register 
simply noting “further assessment required”.777 
773  Heidegger, “Building, Dwelling, Thinking”, 105.
774  Edward Casey, Remembering: A Phenomenological Study, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 
186.
775  Hayden, The Power of Place.
776  New South Wales State Heritage Register; Anglin Associates, Sydney Harbour: Maritime Services Board 
Heritage and Conservation Register, Sydney, 1990.
777  New South Wales State Heritage Register
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Prince’s Stairs
Although Man O’War Steps is the oldest extant and best known landing stair in Sydney, due to its 
convenient location for dignitaries visiting Government House, for those who were expected to 
make a public procession through the city, a small set of landing stairs at Circular Quay were more 
ideally located. The stairs were probably built between 1833 and 1853, when the Semi-Circular 
Quay sea wall was constructed. They appear to have been given the name Prince’s Stairs some 
time after 1868 when Prince Alfred landed there on his inaugural visit to Australia.778 For the 
years that Prince’s Stairs existed many visitors crossed the threshold from the water to the land 
of a new country at this point. The year 1891 saw the arrival of the Earl of Jersey, seventeenth 
Governor of New South Wales at Prince’s Stairs779 and in 1895 the stairs were decorated for the 
arrival of the new Governor, Viscount Hampden, and his wife, Lady Hampden.
The somewhat insignificant landing-stage which rejoices in the high sounding title had 
been furbished up for the occasion with paint brush, bunting and evergreens. The steps 
leading down to the water, in all the finery of white paint, formed the high light of the 
picture, and the many-coloured drapery gave it a particularly brilliant tone.780 
The stairs were demolished about 1902 to allow for the rearrangement of ferry services at 
Circular Quay.781 
Whilst the celebrations, decorations, mock battles, honour guards and spectators were no doubt 
the most splendid for the visit of the Prince of Wales, it seems that all arriving dignitaries 
experienced some degree of ceremony at the threshold. The stairs were dressed up for these 
ceremonial occasions with flags and bunting and on occasion temporary ceremonial arches.
When not being used for the arrival or departure of dignitaries, Prince’s Stairs, and many like 
them, were the domain of the watermen. The location where watermen waited for business 
in a similar way to a modern-day taxi-rank. It was a place of competition, camaraderie and 
negotiation. Before the building of Semi-Circular Quay, any sizeable ship had to anchor off-
shore, out in the cove. One benefit of this was the increased difficulty for convicts trying to 
abscond or steal cargo. On the other hand, it meant passengers and cargo needed to be ferried 
from the ships to the landing places on the shore by smaller boats.782 The men who operated 
778  Australian Government culture and Recreation portal www.cultureandrecreation.gov.au/articles/
royalvisits . (accessed 29-10-07).
779  The Sydney Morning Herald 16 Jan 1891
780  The Sydney Morning Herald 22nd November, 1895, 5.
781  Letter from the Sydney Harbour Trust Secretary to the Town Clerk 5th May 1902 Sydney City Archives 
1690/02.
782  Alpin and Storey, Waterfront Sydney 1860-1920, 10.
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these smaller boats were known as watermen and continued to ply their trade well into the 
twentieth century.
The reclamation of the foreshore, the construction of the seawall and the building of the semi-
circular quay between 1833 and 1853783 resulted in the destruction of the Government Landing 
Stairs but led to the creation of other sets of landing stairs such as Prince’s Stairs. Whilst the new 
quay was originally intended for wharfage, these new sets of stairs were used so heavily by the 
watermen ferrying passengers that wharfage very quickly moved to Cockle Bay (Darling Harbour) 
and the waterfront stairs at the Quay became the domain of the waterman. By 1886 “The centre of 
the Crescent [Circular Quay] [which] was once ordinary wharfage, …[had] …been entirely given 
up to waterman’s stairs and for the accommodation of harbour steamers….”784 
Figure 7.12 Watermen wait at stairs near Customs House. Powerhouse Museum, Tyrell Collection 
(00g03202)
The threshold space of the stairs that connected the land to the water was the focal point for 
the trade of the waterman. Before reliable roads connected Sydney Cove with the neighbouring 
783  Alpin and Storey, Waterfront Sydney 1860-1920, 10.
784  Garran ed., Picturesque Atlas of Australasia, 1:66.
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headlands and before a bridge was built across the harbour, the watermen connected people 
from where they were to where they needed to go, operating what was in effect the first water
Figure 7.13 Drawing of Margaret Street Waterman’s Stairs. City of Sydney, E3-254/2
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taxi service, rowing passengers to and from sets of watermen’s stairs in open boats. Until 
1813 watermen were unlicensed and anyone with a boat could ply for trade. This resulted in 
“numerous irregularities” that lead to the licensing of watermen.785 The licensing required 
watermen’s boats to be numbered and have “their names conspicuously placed upon them”.786 
In this way both the man and the boat could be identified and any breaches of the regulations 
could be penalised by the loss of the waterman’s licence and therefore his livelihood. Under the 
Waterman’s Act of 1830, watermen were not only to be fined for offences relating to passenger 
service such as “delaying a passenger by not bringing up his boat, or continuing at the stairs 
after the passenger is in the boat”, but also offences relating to the care of the stairs themselves. 
A waterman was required to “keep the stairs and causeway at which he is registered, or most 
usually plies, clean” and was not allowed to ply his boat at any stairs and let it “remain in that 
situation while wilfully absent”.787 In 1842 a table of fares was introduced for licensed boatmen 
and fares were set including those “Plying from Dawes Point to any of the stairs or vessels in 
Sydney Cove” and “Boats plying at the stairs at Millers’ Point”.788 By 1882 when Gibbs, Shallard 
and Co. produced An Illustrated Guide to Sydney 1882, the “Licensed Watermen’s Stairs within 
the City” were listed in the back and included the Prince’s Stairs, Circular Quay.789
With the establishment of regular ferry routes and the building of the Harbour Bridge, the 
role of the watermen declined and many of the stairs were demolished to make way for the 
construction of larger wharves that could accommodate bigger vessels at deeper anchorage 
or to provide improved ferry terminal facilities. The waterman’s stairs at the end of Margaret 
Street (Figure 7.13) is one of those that disappeared. Others retained their traditional role, were 
upgraded and today are used by pleasure boats and water taxis to collect their passengers. Ives 
Steps at Dawes Point is an example of this. Other landing stairs that today echo the use by 
watermen include Commissioners and Harbour Masters Stairs. 
The Stairway as Tempor al Threshold
Edmund Bacon observed in Design of Cities that “[l]ife is a continuous flow of experience; each 
act or moment of time is preceded by a previous experience and becomes the threshold of the 
experience to come”.790 In addition to providing a physical threshold space, the urban stairway also 
provides a temporal threshold, being the point of change between times; the time of leisure in the 
785  The Sydney Gazette, Saturday 16th October 1819, 3.
786  The Sydney Gazette, Saturday 16th October 1819, 3.
787  The Sydney Gazette, Tuesday 20th April 1830.
788  The Sydney Gazette, Saturday 21st May 18 42,2.
789  Gibbs, Shallard & Co. An Illustrated Guide to Sydney 1882, (Sydney: Angus and Robertson 1981) ,134.
790  Bacon, Design of Cities, London, 19.
Social climbing: THe ArCHiTeCTurAl, CulTurAl And HeriTAge SignifiCAnCe of Sydney’S PubliC STAirwAyS | 281
CHAPTer SeVen
gardens and peak hour rush in the street; of travel time on the water and work time on the land; 
the social time of the street and the business time of the office. As Henri Lefebvre noted, stairways 
ensure “the link between times: between the time of architecture…and the urban time”.791
Bernd Jager has written in a similar vein about the threshold that it “sets in motion a dynamic 
of leave-taking and homecoming that inaugurates the temporal rhythm of work and play, of an 
active and contemplative life” and that it “links a familiar world with unknown surrounds”.792 
Jager is talking here of the domestic threshold but it can also apply to landing stairs at the 
water’s edge, where the familiarity of the land is left for the unknown surrounds of a boat or 
where the familiar boat is left for the unknown surrounds of the land. The solitude of the solo 
sailor is left behind for the welcoming crowds and media attention of arrival. 
The Stairway as a Threshold in fiction
The idea of the urban stairway as a temporal link is used to good narrative effect in the work of 
children’s fiction by Ruth Park, Playing Beattie Bow. In this Australian children’s classic, the 
author uses a public stairway as a connecting device to move the story’s setting between two 
separated periods of time, from a contemporary to a historical one. As she follows a young girl 
up “a little flight of crooked stone steps”,793 the central character, Abigail Kirk, is moved back 
in time to 1873 when “the pedestrians seemed more important than the wheeled traffic”.794 The 
stone stairway appears as a consistent urban artefact that remains whilst large parts of the city 
have changed dramatically.
This is clearly illustrated in the film version of the story. As the story unfolds, stairs in Foundation 
Park are conflated with Agar Steps and Sutton Stairs, to produce an extended stairway chase 
sequence (Figure 7.14). This heightens the visual drama of the chase and helps to introduce the 
atmosphere of the historic time period and the suspense, risk and chaos that goes with it. This 
fictionalised stairway represents a connection between past and present and is the constant 
between the two time periods in both the novel and the film. The base of the stairway is marked 
by a lamp-post795 and is itself a marker within the narrative, signalling the change in time from 
past to present. The stairway operates as a doorway or passage between the two times, in 
effect as a type of time machine. The stairway is an effective mechanism for this because the 
791  Lefebvre and Régulier, “Rhythmanalysis of Mediterranean Cities”, 237.
792  Jager, “Thresholds and inhabitation”, 4.
793  Park, Playing Beattie Bow, 30.
794  Park, Playing Beattie Bow, 68.
795  Park, Playing Beattie Bow, 86.
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ascending and descending of the stair works as a powerful metaphor for the history timeline that 
can be descended, and the deeper the descent, the further back in history one travels. 
  
Figure 7.14 The chase into the past. Selection of film stills from Playing Beattie Bow, directed by 
Donald Crombie, 1986.
The significance of stairways within the film is emphasised by the first image of the film, the 
bare foot of a child on a stair (Figure 7.15), and by the title shot that displays the caption across 
an image of a stairway, the stairway in George Street North.
Figure 7.15 The child from the past first appears on a stairway. Film still, Playing Beattie Bow, 
directed by Donald Crombie, 1986.
In contemporary reality this operation of the stairway as a spatio-temporal threshold from the 
past to the present and the present to the past manifests in several ways. This can include the 
physical evidence of past people such as the chisel marks left in the sandstone by the masons 
who worked it, the scoop worn into the treads by the passage of feet over time, the design of 
details such as handrails and bollards or the technologies of oil, gas or electric lighting. There 
is also the physical evidence of nature’s passing time, the growth of lichen, the erosion of stone 
by wind and water and the staining of stone by oxidation and reaction to chemicals in the air. 
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Like other built form the stairway can perform the function of a marker in our histories, a point 
at which there is a ‘before the stairway was built’, and even ‘after the stairway was demolished’. 
Hyde Park Stairs
The development of a threshold between one public space and another can be a gradual process. 
The progressive nature of this change is exemplified by the historic development of the threshold 
spaces between Hyde Park and the surrounding streets. Hyde Park is one of the great pedestrian 
green spaces in Sydney and even in 1848 Joseph Fowles described
Hyde Park, or as it was originally designated the Race Course, [as] a fine open space, upon 
the rising ground to the eastward of the City, reserved very judiciously for the recreation of 
the inhabitants. It is fenced in, and the walks &c., are now undergoing a complete repair, 
the main walk forms a very agreeable promenade, having an extensive view of the harbour, 
and consequently open to the refreshing sea breezes.796
Figure 7.16 Entry to Hyde Park from the corner of College and Park Streets between 1868 and 1870. 
Johann Nepomuk Degotardi, State Library of New South Wales (SPF / 219)
The entries into Hyde Park began not as stairs but as little more than ‘goat tracks’ as the feet 
of the users gradually wore a path (Figure 7.16), but they developed into grand Victorian stone 
entrances that incorporated drinking fountains, light fittings, cast iron bollards and detailed 
796  Fowles, Sydney in 1848, 68.
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stone carving.  (See Figure 7.17) As noted above, the Victorian era saw the rise of walking as a 
leisure activity. It was the time of the promenade, of seeing and being seen.797 In Sydney, walks 
in Hyde Park, the Domain and the Botanic Gardens provided some of the most valued leisure 
activities of the city. In Hyde Park walks were “laid out and shrubberies planted in various 
places, which, when fully grown, will enhance the promenade, and afford an agreeable shade 
from the scorching rays of our Australian sun”.798
By 1861 Park Street had been created, passing between the two sections of the park. The roadway 
had been levelled and the entrances from Park Street to both sections was made by “an ascent” 
up “a flight of steps”.799 This had the effect of forming a kind of small canyon through the park 
and of separating the leisure grounds of the park from the business and pedestrian movement 
of the street.
This arrangement remains today with flights of steps leading down to Park Street from the 
central avenue of the park in both the north and south sections. Other flights of steps lead 
diagonally off the north and south-eastern corners onto Park Street, and along College Street. 
There is a shallow, broad curved flight of steps at the corner of Park Street and Elizabeth Street 
and other short flights of only two or three risers along Elizabeth Street.
Between 1871 and 1875 an elaborate set of sandstone steps that incorporated a lamp and 
drinking fountain was constructed on the southern College and Park Street corner opposite 
the museum (see Figure 7.17). There was no structured footpath in front of these stairs at the 
time and so timber posts were set in the ground to mark the corner of the street. This corner 
of the park underwent several redevelopments that all addressed the threshold between street 
and park with stairways. 
The elaborate Victorian stairway was demolished, possibly due to the need for road widening, 
and the entry was again rebuilt in rusticated stonework some time before 1910 (see Figure 7.18). 
The same corner was rebuilt yet again in dressed sandstone in 1934 as part of one of the major 
urban projects that were undertaken during the depression years resulting from the destruction 
caused by the excavation and construction for the city’s underground railway from 1922. The 
various remakings of a stairway at this corner illustrate the changing level of importance of 
this entry point into the park. In the Victorian era when both access to the park and recreation 
within it was primarily on foot, the stairway was at its most elaborate providing more facilities 
than simply access, including light, drinking water, and horse tethering. As modes of travel 
changed and street lighting by electricity became common, these additional functions became 
less relevant and the stairways design and function became simpler.
797  Scobey, “Anatomy of the Promenade”, 203.
798  Waugh, The Stranger’s Guide to Sydney. 1861, 41.
799  Waugh, The Stranger’s Guide to Sydney. 1861, 41-42.
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Figure 7.17 Cook Statue Hyde Park. The statue was officially unveiled in 1879. State Library of New 
South Wales (a1939106h) 
The version of the boundary walls and steps from 1926 still largely exists around the park’s 
perimeter, although repairs have been necessary over time, due to the pressure of the underground 
railway.800 
800  Hyde Park Plan of Management and Master Plan Draft, Council of the City of Sydney, 1989, 19, 29.
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Figure 7.18 View of Museum showing rusticated stone wall and stairway to the corner of Hyde Park. 
SLNSW GPO 1-16585
Figure 7.19 Construction of a new stone wall and stairway to the corner of Hyde Park, 1934. State 
Library of New South Wales
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The Stairway as Social Threshold
In addition to providing a threshold in physical space and in time, the threshold conditions 
created by a stairway also provide a transition in social space. The stairway illustrates the social 
divide in many cities including Sydney, where the urban stairway provides a passage from the 
residences of the wealthy on the heights of the city to the workers’ housing at the base, making 
a physical as well as metaphorical distinction between the ‘upper classes’ with residences in 
the high areas, at the top of the stairways, and the ‘lower classes’, who live in much poorer 
accommodation at the base.
This was the case with both The Rocks and Woolloomooloo in the history of early Sydney. By 
1860 “[t]op government officials and merchants had begun to show a preference for the elevated 
headlands to the east of the city such as Darling Point and Potts Point”801 and prior to this, since 
private dwellings began to be constructed in the colony, the “higher and more salubrious streets 
in The Rocks and Millers Point areas had attracted the emerging merchant class…whilst densely 
packed working class terraces and tenements lined the lower and less desirable streets”.802
Development in Surry Hills followed similar lines with villas for the middle class on the heights 
and slums such as Frog Hollow in the gullies. O’Hears Stairs and Withers Stairs that linked Frog 
Hollow to the higher ground were built of stone and were similar in detail to many of the other 
stairways around Sydney at the time, but they were narrow and confined, without the luxury 
of arched iron lamp frames and built in lighting. These higher and lower neighbourhoods were 
often connected only by stairways, the topography being too steep and the ground conditions 
too difficult for a graded roadway. The public stairway therefore was both a place of social 
activity and illustrative of a threshold between levels, or perceived levels of society. Butler’s 
Stairs (1869), Horden’s Stairs (1882) and McElhone Stairs (1904) were all built to connect the 
higher ground of Kings Cross and Potts Point with the lower neighbourhood of Woolloomooloo, 
and by continuation the centre of the city. The two areas, the higher and the lower, “had been 
separated by an escarpment, and the divide was social as well as physical”.803 This illustrates 
Stavrides’s view that, “[t]he threshold is the point where two different worlds meet”.804 
801  Alpin and Storey, Waterfront Sydney 1860-1920, 12.
802  Alpin and Storey, Waterfront Sydney 1860-1920, 13.
803  City of Sydney, Passion Sydney’s Wild Side Historical Walking Tours Brochure, 3rd Edition, November 
2005.6.
804  Stavrides, ‘Spatiotemporal thresholds and the Experience of Otherness’, 6.
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Figure 7.20 Fredrick B. Schell, From Woolloomooloo to Darlinghurst. Reproduced from The 
Picturesque Atlas of Australasia, 1886
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The Picturesque Atlas of Australasia, when describing the suburb of Woolloomooloo in 1886, 
observed that beyond the city “on the western side is a precipitous rocky escarpment up which 
stone staircases have been cut for foot-passengers”.805 The ‘foot-passengers’ were both the 
wealthy who went to the city for business and the less well-off domestic servants who climbed 
the stairways to go to work in the houses of the wealthy. This social divide “is seen in the classic 
1920s Australian silent film The Kid Stakes, based on the Fatty Finn comic strip, where the rich 
boy from Potts Point is contrasted with his poorer cousin in The ‘Loo”.806 
The rhythm of opposing circulations of those moving down the stairs in the morning to work 
in the city and those ascending to work primarily as domestic servants in the grand houses 
was the enactment of an index of class, carried out on the stage of the stairway. The stairway 
signified a social divide and was at the same time the physical means of connection to cross that 
divide. The social nature of the Victorian stairways discussed above were due to their physical 
proportions, the socio-economic nature of the communities that they linked and largely centred 
around their role as a pedestrian route of travel. But some contemporary stairways, with wider 
proportions, allow for a wider range of social interaction.
Figure 7.21 Watching at the threshold, 2011
Quentin Stevens sees the threshold space created by the stairway as a social space, in terms of 
social enjoyment and interaction. He notes that, “[s]tairways as thresholds that are comfortable 
805  Garran ed., Picturesque Atlas of Australasia, 1:68.
806  City of Sydney, Passion Sydney’s Wild Side Historical Walking Tours Brochure, 6.
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and expansive where people can relax provide the possibility for a range of play activities to 
occur”.807 Whilst these threshold spaces are designed for both practical and ceremonial uses they 
“present distinctive perceptual, behavioural, social and symbolic affordances which also give 
rise to a great variety of play”.808 This is illustrated at Blackwattle Bay where a wide stairway 
linking a sand beach and grassed parklands presents a play opportunity for children and pets. 
(Figure 7.21)
Stevens writes that, 
The threshold is a constrained site which gathers people together, channelling their 
movement, focusing their attention and forcing them into close contact with others. It is a 
passage, a transitional place where people spend time. It is a space set apart from the wider 
public realm where people can control their level of exposure to others.809 
This creates a space that mediates experience, that presents new stimulations and elements 
of choice. “These thresholds also serve as special spaces for play because they lie between 
two very different kinds of social space.”810 So whilst the social activity that occured on the 
stairways in the Victorian era differs from the social activity that may happen on a stairway of 
contemporary design, both have the potential for significance as places of social value. 
The stairway as a threshold space is deeply significant to Australia’s cultural heritage. As a 
topographical threshold it has facilitated and witnessed the arrival and departure by sea that is 
so deeply entrenched in Australia’s post-settlement history that the land–water threshold has 
taken on a significance far beyond its physical size. As a temporal threshold, the urban stairway 
has marked not only the changing time of history but also the more intensified change of the 
time of different activities. Socially the stairway has marked the crossing over from the district 
of one social class to another, providing a means for crossing a social divide, albeit in a limited 
and temporary way. The stairway also creates a social place between other types of space that 
facilitates both play and surveillance behaviours. All these aspects of the stairway as a threshold 
in urban space contribute to the significance that the public stairway has within the cultural 
heritage of the city. 
807  Stevens, The Ludic City, 162.
808  Stevens, The Ludic City, 152.
809  Stevens, The Ludic City, 152.
810  Stevens, The Ludic City, 163.
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Chapter eight
fleet Steps:  
the Stairway as Monument
Figure 8.1 Decorations and temporary stairway built for the arrival of Lord Hopetoun, 1901. Archives 
New South Wales
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Secular demonstrations of the 
monumental stair are every bit as 
common as those erected for spiritual 
edifices, for wherever autocratic 
power is exerted…there flourishes the 
monumental stair as an immediate 
exhibition of the puissance of the king, 
the empire, the state, and latterly 
the corporation and institution.811
811  Templer, The Staircase: History and Theories, 47.
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intentional and Historic Monuments
A stairway’s prosaic function as a route of pedestrian travel does not preclude it from being either created as an intentional monument, or from it becoming an historic monument. Stairways present examples of both of what the Austrian art historian 
Alois Riegl (1858–1905) called intentional and unintentional monuments, which we value for 
a variety of reasons: age, history, commemoration, use and aesthetic value.812 Many stairways 
embody an explicit memorial function reinforced by the naming of the stairway and the affixing 
of plaques. This chapter seeks to reveal the stairway in the guises of both the intentional and 
unintentional monument, embodying a variety of values, that record the city’s history and 
contribute to its cultural heritage.
After reviewing some of the multi-layered meanings of the monument, the monumental and 
monumentality in relation to stairways, this chapter takes as a primary example Sydney’s 
most ceremonial stairway, Fleet Steps (Figure 8.2), and examines it both as an intentional and 
an historic monument. Fleet Steps was expressly designed for ceremonial, nationalistic and 
celebratory functions and is named to commemorate the visit of the American Naval Fleet in 
1908 for which it was built. It was the favoured location for the arrival of dignitaries from the 
time of Federation until reliable air transport removed the necessity to arrive by sea. Yet the 
stairway’s grand design was never completed and what we see today is only a small part of the 
original concept.
By contrast, Palace Garden Stairs in the Botanic Gardens is an unintentional or historic 
monument, the largest surviving built remnant of the Sydney International Exhibition project 
of 1879. Construction, partial destruction, reconstruction and refurbishment have featured 
throughout this stairway’s history due to a variety of factors, beginning with damage by the fire 
that caused the destruction of the exhibition building and continuing with the subsequent work 
of both restoration masons and vandals. The significance of this stair has changed accordingly. 
It has gained status due to its rarity as a built remnant of a major event in Sydney’s history and 
812  Alois Riegl, “The Modern Cult of Monuments: Its Character and Its Origin”, Oppositions, Volume 25, Fall, 
1982, 21-49. Originally published as Der moderne Denkmalkultus, sein Wesen, seine Entstehung, Vienna, 1903.
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has become a site for the commemoration of people and their good deeds, specifically donating 
money for the upkeep of the stairway and its sculptures.
Figure 8.2 Fleet Steps, 2011
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The two stairways introduced above have very public histories, and the reasons for their value 
as monuments can be clearly established. For other stairways it is the practice of naming and 
affixing plaques which endeavours to bring to public attention a collection of smaller histories, 
lesser known people, events and personal experiences. This gives these less historically 
prominent stairways a variety of values as historic monuments. 
The Changing Concepts of Monument
The concept of the monument is historically determined and our understanding of the monument 
and the monumental has changed significantly during the course of the twentieth century. 
Before understanding the significance stairways have as monuments within our current cultural 
framework we need to firstly examine them within the cultural framework that was in place at 
the time of their creation.
There is a large body of literature dealing with the subject of monuments, the monumental and the 
concept of monumentality. Whilst recent writing is important to our contemporary understanding 
of monuments, to understand the thinking prevalent at the time of the construction of both the 
Palace Garden Steps and the Fleet Steps, it is necessary to consider texts written prior to the 
complexity that arose in the twentieth century discourse on monuments and monumentality. Of 
these early works, Leon Battista Alberti’s Ten Books of Architecture is a significant resource. 
Chapter XVI of the seventh book, entitled “Of Monuments raised for preserving the Memory of 
publick [sic] Actions and Events”, gives us the beginnings of our contemporary understanding 
of monuments although the original manuscript was written in 1452.813 Alberti’s eighth book 
covers the design of a variety of monuments including sepulchres, chapels, pyramids, columns, 
altars, moles,814 towers, gates, bridges, arches, cross-ways and squares. This early and thorough 
exploration of monuments is acknowledged by Françoise Choay in her 1984 essay “Alberti: 
the Invention of the Monumentality and Memory”, where Choay notes that, “Alberti appears 
to be one of the creators of the concept of the historical monument.”815 Alberti recounts that 
historically monuments were used by conquering powers at the borders of their newly acquired 
lands to attract or repel clearly defined groups of people.816 
813  Reference to the 1755 Leone Edition, (New York: Dover Publications, Inc. 1986), 157.
814  A massive structure set up in the water being a breakwater, pier, bridge or similar. Alberti refers to “that 
most noble bridge, Adrian’s Mole. Book VIII, Chapter VI, 172.
815  Françoise Choay, “Alberti: the invention of the Monument and Memory”, Harvard Architecture Review 4, 
Spring 1984, 101.
816  Leon Battista Alberti, The Ten Books of Architecture, 1755 Leoni Edition, (New York: Dover Publications 
Inc.1986), Book VII, Chapter XVI, 158.
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In 1808, the English miniaturist painter William Wood wrote “An essay on National and Sepulchral 
Monuments”. The essay was written towards the end of a decade of British involvement in both 
colonial wars and the long-running wars with Napoleon’s France.817 The essay is now a rare book 
of which no facsimile edition appears to have been published. We can, however, gain a sense of 
some of Wood’s argument from two reviews of the essay and its quotation in other works.818 The 
main thesis of the essay was to promote the construction of mausoleums in the form of pyramids 
to house the bodies of England’s heroes. Wood believed that monuments “record the sense of 
obligation”, “aid the influence of religion”, “invigorate the efforts of patriotism” and “strengthen 
the national devotion”.819 He recommended that monuments to war heroes be erected near a 
“military seminary from which we may justly expect a long continued emanation of equal skill 
and bravery”.820 Wood promoted the building of monuments to national war heroes, observing that
[F]rom the most remote antiquity until the present moment, from the savages of the 
Southern hemisphere, to the polished nations of Europe, all mankind have agreed in 
erecting sepulchral monuments, to mark their admiration of the illustrious dead.821
The concept of the monument’s purpose being to honour the national war dead was to be 
challenged by the work of John Ruskin some forty years later. As we have seen in Chapter Three, 
Ruskin’s Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849) and the three volumes of The Stones of Venice 
(1851–1853) are significant texts in the founding and development of our current preservation, 
conservation and heritage movements, but they also foreshadowed what Alois Riegl was to later 
term “unintentional monuments”. In The Seven Lamps of Architecture, of the five headings that 
Ruskin believed architecture “naturally arranges itself under”822 one is “Memorial; including 
both monuments and tombs”.823 In “The Lamp of Memory”, Ruskin’s Sixth Lamp of Architecture, 
he posits a theory of monuments that celebrates the human labour involved in their creation. He 
also espouses his belief that “it is in becoming memorial or monumental that a true perfection is 
attained by civil and domestic buildings”. This is an early articulation of the idea that domestic 
buildings can be monuments. Ruskin expands on how this can be reinforced by suggesting that 
817  Colonial wars included the Temne War in Sierra Leone (1801-1805), The First Kandyan War in Sri Lanka 
(1803-1805) and the Ashanti-Fante War in present day Ghana (1806-1807).
818  Critical Review or Annals of Literature, Series: the Third, Vol: XV, London, J. Mawman, 1808, 110; 
The Gentleman’s Magazine and Historical Chronicle, Vol: 113, London, May 1813, 441; Nicholas Carlisle, An 
Historical Account of the Origins of the Commission Appointed to Inquire Concerning Charities in England 
and Wales, London, Messrs Payne & Foss, 1928.
819  William Wood, An essay on National and Sepulchral Monuments, Luke Hansard & Sons, 1808, 7, quoted 
in The Gentleman’s Magazine and Historical Chronicle, Vol: 113, London, May 1813, 441.
820  Wood, An Essay on National and Sepulchral Monuments, 441.
821  Wood, An Essay on National and Sepulchral Monuments, 7
822  Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture, C.
823  Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture, C. Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture, 178
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when a house is built “blank stones should be left in places, to be inscribed with a summary of 
[the buildings] life and of its experience, raising thus the habitation into a kind of monument…”.824
The two differing approaches to monuments of Wood and Ruskin were generated by current 
events of the times but were brought together, just after the turn of the century, by the Austrian art 
historian Alois Riegl. Riegl wrote what was to become a highly influential essay “The Modern 
Cult of Monuments: Its Character and Its Origin”,825 “as the preface to the legislative proposal 
for the protection of historic monuments in the lands of the Austro-Hungarian Empire”.826 
Written in 1903, his essay provides a systematic analysis of the intentional and unintentional 
monument and the various values that we ascribe to them. His distinction between intentional 
monuments, that is, those “erected for the specific purpose of keeping single human deeds 
or events…alive in the minds of future generations”, and unintentional monuments, that is, 
those that are “monuments of Art and history”,827 form a background to much work in the 
fields of preservation and heritage.828 Riegl’s writing has also proved influential on the work 
of other scholars dealing with the topic of monuments, notably Françoise Chaoy whose essay 
“Alberti: the Invention of the Monument and Memory” and book The Invention of the Historic 
Monument829 both acknowledge and utilise the work of Riegl.
Works written in the twentieth century are much more numerous and broaden the debate 
significantly as has been outlined by George Baird in The Space of Appearance,830 principally 
into the area of the monumental building and the concept of monumentality. The architectural 
historian Adrian Forty has discussed how the word ‘monumental’ was a “heavily contested 
term in the modernist vocabulary”831 and outlines the use and redefinition, some may say 
misuse, of the word by Lewis Mumford in the architectural debates of the 1940s and 1950s. The 
twentieth century debate on monuments and monumentality included, on the one hand, calls for 
destruction, ranging from the demolition of “museums and libraries” in the futurist manifesto 
of 1909,832 to the destruction of monuments by Le Corbusier in 1933, and by the Situationists 
824  Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture, 182.
825  Riegl, “The Modern Cult of Monuments”, 21-49. 
826  Kurt Forster, “Monument/Memory and the Mortality of Architecture”, Oppositions, Volume 25, (1982) 3.
827  Riegl, “The Modern Cult of Monuments” 21-49.
828  See Jukka Jokilehto, “A History of Architectural Conservation: The Contribution of English, French, 
German and Italian Thought Towards an international Approach to the Conservation of Cultural Property”, 
PhD Thesis, University of York, England, 1986, 304-315.
829  Choay, “Alberti: the invention of Monumentality and Memory”, 101; Françoise Choay, The Invention of 
the Historic Monument (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). Trans. Lauren M. O’Connell.
830  George Baird, The Space of Appearance, (Cambridge, MA.: The MIT Press, 2003).
831  Adrian Forty, Words and Buildings, A Vocabulary of Modern Architecture, (London: Thames & Hudson, 
2000), 112.
832  Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, ‘Manifesto of Futurism’ Le Figaro, 20th February, 1909.
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between 1954 and 1957.833 On the other hand, there was a call for “a new monumentality” by 
Sigfried Giedion834 in 1958 and in 1963 by Christian Norberg Schulz amongst others.835 The 
various uses and interpretations of language led to some confusion and the rekindled debate on 
monuments and the monumental with the post-modernism of the 1980s clarified little.
In 2001, Françoise Choay’s 1992 Allégorie du patrimoine, Editions du seuil was published 
in English, entitled The Invention of the Historic Monument. This book returned to a clear 
definition of the difference between a monument and an historic monument, or to use Riegl’s 
terms—intentional monument and an unintentional monument. Choay wrote,
…the monument is a deliberate…creation whose purpose is established a priori and at 
the outset, while the historic monument is not initially desired…and created as such; it 
is constituted a posteriori by the converging gazes of the historian and the amateur, who 
chose it from the mass of existing edifices, of which monuments constitute only a small 
part. Any object can be converted into an historic witness without having had, originally, 
a memorial purpose. Conversely, any human artefact can be deliberately invested with 
memorial function.836 
Her book begins by establishing “the birth of the historic monument…in Rome around 1420”837 
and traces the intellectual history concerning remains of the past. Choay explores the rise of 
the historic monument and the differing approaches that have been taken by architects such as 
Eugene Viollet-le-Duc, John Ruskin, Boito Camillo and Alois Riegl to the development of the 
historic monument as a concept and the conservation practices, legislation and disciplines that 
affected behaviours concerned with its protection, restoration or preservation. But the most 
valuable contribution that Choay’s work makes to an examination of public stairways in the city 
is the exploration of the invention of “urban heritage”. Choay begins with the approach of Baron 
Haussmann, preserving individual monuments whilst at the same time destroying swathes of 
the fabric of the ancient city of Paris. She looks at the struggle of Ruskin and Morris to fight 
for the survival of Western pre-industrial cities; Camillo Sitte’s view that the pre-industrial city 
was an object of the past possessing the “dignity of an historic object” and the amplification 
of this idea into the museal city which raises issues of how to preserve urban fragments and 
how to visit them.838 Choay then moves on to the attitudes of The Congrès internationaux 
d’architecture moderne (CIAM) in the 1950s and Le Corbusier’s plan “to raze the fabric of the 
833  Pinder, Visions of the City, 65, 177.
834  Giedion, Architecture You and Me, 1958.
835  Christian Norberg-Schulz, Intentions in Architecture, Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1963, 17, 185.
836  Choay, The Invention of the Historic Monument, 12-13.
837  Choay, The Invention of the Historic Monument, 17.
838  Choay, The Invention of the Historic Monument, 123-130.
Social climbing: THe ArCHiTeCTurAl, CulTurAl And HeriTAge SignifiCAnCe of Sydney’S PubliC STAirwAyS | 299
CHAPTer eigHT
old neighbourhoods of Paris and replace it with standardized skyscrapers, and preserve only a 
few disparate monuments”.839
The most illuminating of Choay’s summaries for an examination of the public stairway in 
the city is that of the work of Gustav Giovannoni, an Italian architect, who due to “political 
and ideological passions” has had the significance of his work obscured,840 a fact seemingly 
borne out by the apparent absence of English translations of his work. According to Chaoy, 
it is Giovannoni who first designated the ancient fabric of cities as “urban heritage”, and who 
by integrating ancient fragments of the city into a more general concept of development and 
planning grants them both a use value and a museal value. Historic urban fabric is now, like the 
individual historic monument, the bearer of art value and historical value, pedagogical value 
and the value of stirring people to action.841 Whilst rarely able to qualify as an individual historic 
monument, the public stairway is an intrinsic part of our urban heritage and vital to the form, 
aesthetic, layout and understanding of the city.
Other authors, whilst not taking the monument as their central theme, have discussed it in relation 
to place,842 cultural values,843 or issues of heritage.844 In the 1980s monuments and monumentality 
were popular topics of discussion amongst architects and two significant journals dedicated 
issues to the topic, Oppositions Number 25, 1982, in which Riegl’s 1903 essay was translated 
and reproduced, and Harvard Architecture Review 4, 1984, which contained Françoise Choay’s 
essay on Alberti. By the 1990s discussions around the monument and the monumental began to 
focus increasingly on the aspect of memory with the online journal Continuum from Griffith 
University producing an issue in 1990 that dealt with issues concerning monuments, memory 
and museums, and The Journal of Architecture, for the winter of 1999, considering issues 
of monuments and national identity and the meaning of the monumental form. The journal 
Daidalos also produced issues relevant to the discussion, with Issue 49 “On Monuments” being 
published in September 1993 and Issue 58 “Memoria” in December 1995.
Much of the writing on the monumental centres around monumental buildings,845 often seen 
as monumental due to their age, their physical size, the function they perform, the objects they 
contain, their sense of permanence or the gravity of their function. In contrast to this, writing 
839  Choay, The Invention of the Historic Monument, 123-131.
840  Choay, The Invention of the Historic Monument, 132.
841  Choay, The Invention of the Historic Monument, 133.
842  Dovey, Becoming Places, 21, 157; Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 131, 143, 220-6 and ‘The Other 
Parises’, Henri Lefebvre Key Writings, 152.
843  Tuan, Space and Place, 164-5.
844  Smith, Uses of Heritage, 18-20.
845  Baird, The Space of Appearance, 131-164; Forty, Words and Buildings, 112-13.
300
fleeT STePS : THe STAirwAy AS MonuMenT
on intentional monuments concentrates on objects whose primary function is that of memory: 
triumphal arches, obelisks and statues.846 The public stairway as a monument falls between 
these two, being neither a building that contains nor an object meant solely to remind and 
glorify. A third area of writing concerns memory and urban landscapes as history and this is 
perhaps where writing on the urban stairway as monument can most easily be situated.847 This 
chapter draws on all three bodies of writing.
A significant proportion of the small body of work that does exist on public stairways relates 
to the history, development and architectural design of the monumental stairway. Baldon and 
Melchior, Giedion, Kostof, Marwick, Miller, Rudofsky and Templar have all at least touched 
on the subject.848 Their work primarily relates to significant ancient examples, such as the 
Inca and Mayan constructions of Central and South America, the Renaissance and Baroque 
garden stairways of Europe, and European urban examples such as La Cordonata leading to 
the Campadoglio and The Spanish Steps in Rome (see Chapter Three). Their work provides an 
understanding of the relationship between the proportions of the stairway and its ceremonial 
functions which in turn assists in analysing the design and proportions of Sydney’s stairways 
and how they may be related to ceremonial or quotidian usage.
The stairway is only rarely an intentional monument in Sydney; Fleet Steps is possibly the 
only example. Stairways in Sydney are more commonly unintentional or historic monuments, 
protected for their age value, aesthetic value and sometimes their rarity. There is a third type of 
stairway monument in Sydney, the retrospective memorial. This is a stairway that was not built 
with the intention of being a monument; it is perhaps not even significant in itself as a historic 
monument, but it has been utilised after its creation to commemorate or memorialise an event, a 
person or group of people who had some connection to the stairway or the local area.
Robert Freestone’s Designing Australia’s Cities: Culture Commerce and the City Beautiful, 
1900–1930849 covers the topic of urban planning for the period when Fleet Steps, the first of the 
examples in this chapter, was designed and provides insights into urban planning thought of the 
time. Similarly, the writing of John Sulman, illustrates the urban design thinking prevalent in 
the first thirty years of the twentieth century. He moved in the same circles as Walter Liberty 
Vernon and they knew each other well, serving on several of the same committees most notably 
846  See for example, Andrew Howell, “The Architecture of Memory: Public Memorials in Australia”, B.A. 
Honours Thesis, University of Technology, Sydney, 2001.
847  See Hayden, The Power of Place, for discussions of urban landscapes as public history and memory and 
urban preservation.
848  Baldon and Melchior, Steps and Stairways, 16, 114, 131; Giedeon, Space, Time and Architecture: 62-64; 
Kostof, The City Shaped, 228-230; Marwick, History and Construction of Staircases, 6; Miller, Steps and 
Stairs, ; Rudofsky, Streets for People, 165; Templar, The Staircase: History and Theories, 23, 47.
849  Robert Freestone, ed., Designing Australia’s Cities: Culture Commerce and the City Beautiful, 1900-1930 
(Sydney: UNSW Press, 2007)
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The Federal Capital Advisory Committee (1921–1924).850 Sulman’s urban, architectural and 
pedagogic work is in part contemporaneous with the design and construction of Fleet Steps.
Secondary sources that have provided an insight into the history of the Palace Garden Stairs 
include Colonial City, Global City, edited by Peter Proudfoot, Roslyn Maguire and Robert 
Freestone, which has been useful for ascertaining attitudes in society at the time of the 
International Exhibition.851 The chapter entitled “Gardening and the Garden Palace” by Richard 
Clough is especially relevant to this study as it provides detail of the planning, planting and 
arrangement of the gardens and the role the stairway played in that arrangement. Volumes 
written or edited by Edwin Wilson on the history of the Botanic Gardens including The 
Wishing Tree, Discovering the Domain and Poetry of Place have provided specific information 
on the Garden Palace Stairway, its statues and urns.852 A Force for Federation; International 
Exhibitions and the Formation of Australian Ethos (1851–1901), a PhD thesis by Kirsten Orr, 
provides an analysis of attitudes, motivations and aspirations in Australian society at the time 
of the International Exhibition.
Additional primary sources have included Section GH2 of the trigonometric survey of 1865, 
plans of repairs to Fleet Steps in 1987, obtained form the New South Wales Government Plan 
Room, historic photographs from the National Library of Australia, New South Wales State 
Archives and The State Library of New South Wales. 
The Stairway as Monument and the 
Monumental Stairway
According to the geographer Yi Fu Tuan, “[u]ntil the eighteenth century, time to Europeans had 
in fact little depth”853 with medieval and Renaissance people viewing history as consisting of 
“noble and ignoble deeds and of natural and supernatural events”.854 Triumphal arches, obelisks, 
columns and tombs celebrated the deeds of the great and were used to mark the boundaries 
of their territories.855 Today’s notion of the historic building or site as a monument developed 
850  Sulman, John, An Introduction to the Study of Town Planning in Australia, (Sydney: National Trust of 
Australia (NSW) 2007), ii [f.p. 1921]
851  Peter Proudfoot, Roslyn Maguire and Robert Freestone eds., Colonial City, Global City: Sydney’s 
International Exhibition 1879, (Sydney: Crossing Press, 2000).
852  Edwin Wilson, Discovering the Domain (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1982); The Wishing Tree, (Sydney: 
Kangaroo Press, 1992); Poetry of Place, (Sydney: Botanic Gardens Trust, 2004), a revised edition of The 
Wishing Tree.
853  Tuan, Space and Place, 192.
854  Tuan, Space and Place, 193.
855  Alberti, The Ten Books of Architecture, Book VII, 158; Lefebvre, “The Other Parises’, 152. 
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from the 17th century and was connected with ideas of inheritance and trusteeship of the past 
for generations to come. In Britain these ideas were espoused by John Ruskin856 and others and 
led to the formation of The National Trust in Britain and later similar organisations in other 
countries, including Australia’s first National Trust, formed in New South Wales in 1945.857 As 
discussed in Chapter Three, Ruskin’s ideas are crucial to today’s attitudes to the preservation 
of historic monuments.
The importance of the intentional monument in urban planning for twentieth century Australia 
was outlined by the architect and urban designer John Sulman in An Introduction to the Study 
of Town Planning in Australia:
No town or city can be considered complete without the expression of the ideal in concrete 
form. The civic centre and the city portal may be highly dignified; but the finishing touch 
given by monuments or groups of sculpture, recording some event, or embodying some 
aspiration, is needed to lift it from the realm of the material into that of the ideal.858
Monumentality as an architectural and urban phenomenon became important for the modern 
movement when defining monumentality and discussing what it meant occupied a large part 
of the literature on the subject.859 The debate on the monumental gained momentum after the 
First World War, some time after both Fleet Steps and The Palace Garden Steps had been 
completed. These two examples therefore need to be viewed firstly through the lens of the pre-
war conditions under which they were created. They can then be re-understood from today’s 
perspective, through more recent theoretical attitudes.
One of the key aspects of a monument has traditionally been as a reminder, something to jog our 
memory. The Latin word monumentum comes from monere, to warn.860 But a monument is more 
than a warning or neutral trigger to memory. As Choay observes, the function of memorisation 
“readily turns to one of commemoration when it operates within a community”.861 A monument 
encourages not only remembering but a range of other emotional responses including 
glorification, reverence, respect, patriotism and nationalism as examples.862 This emotional 
aspect is strongly embodied in the design of an intentional monument, to encourage the people 
856  Smith, Uses of Heritage, 19.
857  http://www.nationaltrust.org.au/About-Us (accessed 08/10/11).
858  Sulman, An Introduction to Town Planning in Australia, 158.
859  Christine Collins and George Collins, “Monumentality: A Critical Matter in Modern Architecture”, 
Harvard Architecture Review, volume 4, Spring, 1984, 19.
860  Choay, “Alberti: the Invention of Monumentality and Memory”, 101.Alberti, The Ten Books of 
Architecture, 158.
861  Choay, “Alberti: the Invention of Monumentality and Memory”, 101.
862  Lawrence Vale, “Mediated Monuments and National identity”, The Journal of Architecture, Volume 4, 
Winter 1999, 391 – 408. 
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of the day, and possibly generations to come, to praise, celebrate, admire, revere and glorify. 
John Sulman, when writing about war memorials for the Vernon Memorial Lectures that began 
in 1919, saw the purpose of monuments to those who died in the First World War as being so 
that “a lesson of the great fight for liberty [could] be impressed on succeeding generations”.863 
His hope was that the monument would “arouse in our descendants a reverence for and a desire 
to emulate the deeds of their forefathers, should the need arise”.864 Sulman therefore sees the two 
purposes of the intentional monument to glorify and to educate, thus inspiring the population to 
emulate the good or heroic deeds of those who have gone before.
Education has also been viewed as one of the main reasons for the preservation of unintentional 
or historic monuments and it is one of the central justifications for the preservation of old 
buildings and sites—to educate present and future generations about the past.865 Monuments 
reflect the values of the culture that create them and the value or relevance of a monument 
often ends there. But some monuments transcend the values of the authoring culture. They do 
this by both embodying specific meaning which changes over time and more general meaning 
which remains. Yi-Fu Tuan observes that, “[m]ost monuments cannot survive the decay of their 
cultural matrix” and notes that the more representational and specific the monument is, the less 
likely its survival.866 Stairways—and here La Cordonata, Scaninata de Spagna and Potemkin 
Stairs discussed in Chapter Two are good examples—may be able to maintain longevity as 
monuments in part because they have another purpose, not just as “a place that can be pointed to 
and recorded”867 but also, usually primarily, as a functional element of infrastructure, no matter 
how grand the design. This gives both the impetus and opportunity for the physical object to 
be overwritten with new meanings rather than being destroyed. The overwriting is not often 
as blatant as Sixtus V’s installation of a cast bronze statue of St. Peter on the ancient column of 
Trajan in 1588 and a statue of St Paul on the ancient column of Marcus Aurelius in 1589, both 
pagan monuments which he rededicated in the cause of the Catholic Church.868 More usual in 
the Australian context is a more subtle overwriting, a gradual process where one meaning takes 
over from another, often after those who have lived during the original event that the monument 
commemorates have died. This overwriting is clearly evident in the example of Fleet Steps. It 
can also be seen in the Palace Garden Stairs which this dissertation will now examine. 
863  Sulman, An Introduction to the Study of Town Planning in Australia, 162.
864  Sulman, An Introduction to Town Planning in Australia, 162.
865  See Chapter Three.
866  Tuan, Space and Place, 164
867  Tuan, Space and Place, 161
868  Hughes, Rome, 260.
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fleet Steps
John Templer observed that stairways have gentler proportions when they have a ceremonial 
or monumental function, where a visually interesting scene warrants a slow pace or where the 
stairway itself is required to be impressive.869 Jonathan Miller similarly notes that a stairway’s 
“slope designed to facilitate upward approach can also be used to dramatize the ceremonial 
structures and processes of human society”. One purpose of the monumental stairway is to 
represent “the authorized dignitaries of the social structure”.870 They do this by creating “sloping 
vistas, up and down which kings, magistrates, and priests can exhibit their metaphysical authority 
to the crowds assembled on the ground level”.871 Miller writes as if the monumental stairway 
as a vehicle for dignitaries to display their symbolic power is a thing of the long distant past 
but Fleet Steps was designed for exactly this purpose as recently as 1908. It was a monumental 
stairway to display the power and authority of the newly federated Australia and commemorate 
the peacetime visit of the American Naval Fleet. The chapter will now turn to a discussion of 
the design, purpose, construction, use and history of this important Sydney public stairway, as 
an example of monumentality that can be found in Sydney’s stairways more generally. 
Whilst Man O’War Steps (see Chapter Seven) had been adequate as a ceremonial landing place 
during the years New South Wales was a colony, with the celebrations for the inauguration 
of the Commonwealth looming, speculation about a different landing site appeared in the 
newspapers. A site in Farm Cove was proposed as a possible alternative for the landing of 
Lord Hopetoun, Australia’s first Governor-General in 1901, and later the same year the visit 
of members of British royalty.872 There were several motivations for the change of location: the 
desire to portray Sydney as a place of culture and sophistication to the wider world, the objective 
of accommodating as many sightseers of the landing events as possible, and the reinforcement 
of nationalism and pride within the Australian population. The site at Farm Cove selected for 
the Landing Place was reported as “one of the most picturesque spots in the world”873 where the 
natural gallery formed by the topography of the site allowed “thousands of spectators” to obtain 
“a perfect view of every detail of the landing ceremonial”.874 The steep site required an extensive 
stairway to link the landing site to the road, and this created the possibility of procession, 
from the lower grounds at the water’s edge to the high ground of Mrs Macquarie’s Road. This 
869  Templer, The Staircase: History and Theories, 23. 
870  Miller, Steps and Stairs, 8.
871  Miller, Steps and Stairs, 8.
872  “Action of the Premier”, The Sydney Morning Herald 2/11/1900, 5.
873  “The Royal Visitors”, Bathurst Free Press and Mining Journal 28/05/01, 2.
874  “Scene from Mrs. Macquarie’s Chair”, The Sydney Morning Herald 28/05/01, 5.
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provided the opportunity for dignitaries to be on display to the greatest number of people, many 
more than could be accommodated at Man O’War Steps.
In Designing Australia’s Cities: Culture, Commerce and the City Beautiful, 1900–1930 Robert 
Freestone points out that, “[s]ince the Duke of Edinburgh’s Australian tour in the late 1860s, 
state occasions had been catalysts for not only impressive street decorations but also more 
permanent civic improvements”.875 Fleet Steps is one such ‘civic improvement’. Although the 
permanent stairway took some time to be realised, and the complete design was never finished, 
the stairway has subsequently provided the site for impressive temporary decorations on many 
occasions. Even before the construction of Fleet Steps as we now know them, the site was 
significant topographically, politically and historically.
Figure 8.3 Arrival of Lord Hopetoun, Australia’s first Governor-General, 1901. National Library of 
Australia (an13117410-13-v)
In January 1901 Australia’s first Governor-General, Lord Hopetoun, landed at the location 
of what is now known as Fleet Steps, as part of the ceremonies marking the inauguration of 
the Commonwealth of Australia.876(Figure 8.3) The decorations for his arrival were lavish, 
with obelisks flanking the landing point, a domed entry pavilion with a crown finial, flags, 
875 Freestone, Designing Australia’s Cities; culture, 48-9.
876  Wilson, ed., Discovering the Domain, 46.
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streamers, floral wreaths and garlands and sailors lining an extensive stairway (Figure 8.1). But 
the stairway was a temporary timber structure constructed for the purpose up to the ridgeline. 
Its white timber balustrades were wrapped in foliage, no doubt in an effort to disguise their 
temporary nature.
In February of 1901, the same temporary stairway, with replenished foliage,877 was used for 
the arrival of the Duke and Duchess of Cornwell and York. The main purpose of the visit was 
to enable the Duke to inaugurate the first Australian Federal Parliament in Melbourne. Their 
arrival in Sydney and landing at Farm Cove attracted an estimated 100,000 people who gathered 
on the naturally sloping ground around the landing area in the Domain.878 The landing pavilion 
was designed by a Mr. Marlow, an architect working for the Public Works Department.879 The 
stairway was laid with a carpet from the pavilion to the top of the stairs and the timber rails that 
formed the stair balustrade were “covered in greenery”.880
After the landing at Farm Cove and the conclusion of a brief welcome ceremony, 
Lord Hopetoun, the staff, and in fact all who had gathered on the dais, ascended the red-
carpeted stairway to the top of the hill. On the turf below the Royal Artillery stood at the 
salute. The long staircase of over 100 steps was lined by the Naval Brigade. On arrival at 
the top the Royal carriage was summoned, and the Duke and Duchess entered it with Lord 
Wenlock.881
This was a display of power and authority that few at the time disputed and indeed was a great 
cause for celebration. But as Lefebvre noted in The Production of Space 
Monumentality…always embodies and imposes a clearly intelligible message. It says what 
it wishes to say—yet it hides a good deal more: being political, military and ultimately 
fascist in character, monumental buildings mask the will to power and the arbitrariness 
of power beneath signs and surfaces which claim to express collective will and collective 
thought. In the process such signs and surfaces also manage to conjure away both possibility 
and time.882 
Although still temporary, this stairway, the precursor to the later stone stairway, was used 
to reinforce the political power structure of the time by the display of both naval forces and 
dignitaries, whose importance was reinforced by costly decorations. Certainly the arbitrariness 
of royal lineage was not a topic many would have considered discussing on the day of such an 
entertaining and colourful spectacle.
877  “The Decorations”, The Sydney Morning Herald 28/05/1901, 7.
878  www.cultureandrecreation.gov.au/articles/royalvisits (Accessed 29-10-07)
879  “The Decorations”, The Sydney Morning Herald 28/05/1901, 7.
880  “The Decorations”, The Sydney Morning Herald 28/05/1901, 7.
881  “The Royal Visitors”, Bathurst Free Press and Mining Journal, Tuesday 28 May 1901, 2.
882  Lefebvre, The production of Space, 143.
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Figure 8.4 View of Celebrations at the landing steps. Archives New South Wales (1464) [Detail]
The need for stairways to move people through the natural topography also presents good viewing 
locations, a fact not missed by those responsible for the Domain who installed various sets of 
stairs to facilitate viewing of arrivals and ceremonies as well as the scenery. Of the twenty-two 
sets of stairs in the Yurong precinct of The Domain, sixteen were constructed between 1898 and 
1908. These were in addition to two sets built between 1830 and 1837, probably in connection 
with Mrs Macquarie’s Chair and the associated road, and one between 1855 and 1864.883 
The ceremonial attributes and public viewing of events that had been occasioned by the 
temporary stairway presented good arguments for it being made a permanent place of official 
ascent. In 1908, with the American Naval Fleet due to arrive in August, the location of the 
official landing site was under debate in The Sydney Morning Herald. 
DECORATION OF THE CITY  
The Government Architect is busily engaged in perfecting the details of the scheme for 
the decoration of the city during the visit of the American fleet. Nothing definite has been 
arranged as to the official landing-place, but it is taken for granted that the spot in Farm 
Cove used for the official landing of the first Governor-General and afterwards for the 
official landing of Prince and Princess of Wales (then Duke and Duchess of York) will be 
determined upon for the official landing of the Admiral of the American fleet. Hitherto a 
883  Heritage Group State Projects, “Yurong Precinct Steps Report”, May 1994. There was also a further stair 
built in 1911 and one more between 1930 and 1940. There is an additional stair with no known construction date. 
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temporary landing stage and temporary flight of stairs have been erected, but as this spot 
has now become to be recognised as a place were all official landings should take place, 
and as the Governor-General designate, the Earl of Dudley, will land there, it is suggested 
in official circles that the Government should erect permanent buildings and a permanent 
flight of steps at the historic spot which could be used for all future official landings.884
The decision was made for a permanent flight of steps and the Office of the Government 
Architect, at the time under the control of Walter Liberty Vernon, was charged with the design in 
preparation for the arrival of the Great White Fleet.885 Walter Liberty Vernon was a stylistically 
diverse architect. Whilst his personal passion was undoubtedly for an Arts and Crafts style of 
Federation architecture,886 for educational and governmental buildings he favoured the neo-
gothic and authorised the design of the former Fischer Library (now McLaurin Hall) at the 
University of Sydney (1908–9),887 and the Land Titles Office (1908),888 in this style. For important 
public buildings that he believed required a monumental quality, he adopted a classical style as 
evidenced by the Mitchell Wing of the State Library (1906–1910),889 The Art Gallery of New 
South Wales (1909),890 and Central Railway Station, for which Vernon and Henry Deane, the 
Engineer in Chief of the New South Wales Government Railways, signed the completed plan 
in November 1901.891 Vernon also approved a classical style for the design of Fleet Steps, thus 
giving it the same importance as a public building which he believed “should be regarded as 
monuments to Art”.892
Whilst Vernon’s exact role in the many projects attributed to him, including Fleet Steps, is 
difficult to accurately ascertain, it is clear from descriptions of the original design for the 
stairway that it was much more elaborate than we see today. No drawings of this original design 
have been located. In June 1908 The Sydney Morning Herald reported that the construction 
work had commenced and that its aim was to convince the world that Australia was a place of 
culture and sophistication.
884  “Decoration of the City”, The Sydney Morning Herald, 5 May 1908, 7.
885  Wilson, The Wishing Tree, 11.
886 Diane Jones, “Walter Liberty Vernon (Architect) 1846-1914”, unpublished thesis for Bachelor of Architecture 
Degree, University of New South Wales, January 1977; Noni Boyd, “No Sacrifice in sunshine”, PhD Thesis, 
RMIT, 2010; Zeny Edwards, Six of the Best: Architects of Ku-ring-gai, (Sydney: Zeny Edwards, 1995).
887  Robert Apperly, Robert Irving, Peter Reynolds, Identifying Australian Architecture, (Sydney: Angus & 
Robertson 1989), 122.
888  Apperly and others, Identifying Australian Architecture, 121.
889  http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/about/history/index.html (accessed 11/09/2011)
890  Apperly and others, Identifying Australian Architecture, 100.
891 The station was opened in 1906. http://www.cityrail.info/about/history/central_station_in-depth (accessed 
11/09/2011)
892 Vernon quoted in Chris Johnson, Shaping Sydney, Public Architecture and Civic Decorum (Sydney: Hale 
and Iremonger, 1999), 85.
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THE OFFICIAL LANDING STAIRS  
The work of erecting the official landing stairs in Farm Cove has been commenced. It 
will be carried out by day labour under the supervision of the Government Architect. The 
plans for the landing stairs provide for a handsome structure built of freestone. It will start 
at the level of the path running around the dwarf wall at the water’s edge, and will rise 
to the main road by 112 steps of easy grade. This gigantic stairway will be broken into 
five flights—three of 20 steps each and two of 26 steps each. Not only will the steps and 
risers be of clean chiselled stone, but the moulded strings, carved balustrades and handrails 
will also be in masonry. In order to preserve the roadway which runs round to the point 
and cuts through the staircase at about half way, it is proposed to erect a handsome stone 
temple at this point, by which a person can either go right up the stairs or turn to the right 
or to the left on the centre part. This temple will be a feature of the structure, and will 
very materially add to its beauty. When completed the staircase will present a very fine 
appearance, and will materially improve the appearance of this portion of the Domain.893
As Robert Freestone has explained, at the time Fleet Steps were designed 
[t]he hallmarks [of the ideal modern city] were order, harmony, formality, and symmetry. 
Major streets would be wide, straight, even colonnaded, with their vistas terminated by 
symmetrically placed objects. The preferred architectural styles reflected establishment 
tastes, with a penchant for the neo-classical.894 
However, the elaborate stairway did not eventuate as planned. The stairway that we see today 
has no moulded strings, carved balustrade or handrails. There is no “handsome stone temple” 
at the midlanding. It has 108 steps, rather than the proposed 112, divided into five flights. The 
steps are of solid sandstone blocks with classical moulded nosings and have a rise of 140mm and 
a going of 350mm. The stairway is just over 3.6 metres at its widest point with a rubbed finish to 
the sandstone. The uppermost and lowest flights flare outwards. At the top, the stairway arrives 
at a semi-circular sandstone paved landing that is embraced by low stone kerbs. Two robust 
sandstone piers with carved detail solidify the junction between the stairway and the low kerb, 
suggesting by their design that they were meant for something grander.
Despite its incompleteness, Fleet Steps is a stairway that was intentionally designed for 
ceremony and pageantry. It is about ceremonial arrival, national and international power, and 
is symbolic of Australia’s historic role as part of the Pacific region, the British Empire and later 
the Commonwealth. 
As Henri Lefebvre wrote in The Other Parises, published in 1974, “In earlier times, monuments 
played an important practical role: they organized their surroundings, and attracted or repelled 
clearly defined categories of people.”895 This is supported by the much older text of Alberti who 
relates the deeds of many ancient rulers, who, having conquered new lands, put up monuments 
893  “The official Landing Stairs”, The Sydney Morning Herald, 2 June 1908, 4.
894  Freestone, Designing Australia’s Cities; 57.
895  Lefebvre, “The Other Parises”, 152. 
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at the borders of their occupation to mark the extent of their new territory. In this way they 
organised their surroundings and provided a symbol that attracted those who sought protection 
under the new regime, and repelled those who did not.
Our Ancestors, when, having overcome their Enemies, they were endeavouring with 
all their Power to enlarge the Confines of their Empire, used to set up Statues and 
Terms to mark the Course of their Victories, and to distinguish the Limits of their 
Conquests. This was the Origin of Pyramids, Obelisks, and the like Monuments for 
the Distinction of Limits.896
Given the international politics that surrounded the visit of the American Naval Fleet to 
Australia, as will now be discussed, it seems reasonable that, at least in part, Fleet Steps was 
a means of signifying the entry to the territory of the newly federated Australia, a means of 
distinguishing its border.
The invitation by Prime Minister Alfred Deakin for the American Naval Fleet to visit Australia 
whilst on their planned tour of the Pacific was seen by some as “a sort of international insurance 
policy against possible trouble in the Pacific”.897 It caused tensions between the government 
administrations of Australia and Great Britain, a tension which was in large part concealed at the 
time from the people of both countries. Increasing fear of the rising power of Japan, dissatisfaction 
with the performance of the British Naval Fleet in Australian waters, Britain’s seeming lack 
of interest in ‘colonial opinion’ on the matter, and America’s perceived understanding of the 
public relations role the naval tour would have, are all likely factors in the decision to create 
a monumental entry for the arrival of the American Admiral onto Australian shores.898 The 
location and focus of the view from the stairway is towards the tower of Government House, 
fixing the axis of the formal stairway and before the Harbour bridge and Opera House distracted 
the gaze, focused the user’s attention on the flag flying there, thus underlying the stairway’s 
significance as a location of power. It reinforces the ideals of nationalism and patriotism.
896  Alberti, The Ten Books of Architecture, Book VII, Chapter XVI, 158.
897  Ruth Megaw, “Australia and the Great White Fleet”, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society, 
Volume 56, Part2, June 1970, 124; Frank Sanders, “A Timely Visit: The Role of the Great White Fleet, Naval 
Defence and the Press in the British-Australian Relationship”, M.A. thesis, Faculty of Arts, University of 
Melbourne, 1995.
898  Megaw, “Australia and the Great White Fleet”, 121 – 133..
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Figure 8.5 The view from Fleet Steps. Ross Thornton 2013.
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On Thursday 20th of August 1908 the American Great White Fleet led by Admiral Sperry 
arrived in Sydney. The Great White Fleet, consisting of sixteen new battleships painted in the 
white and gold scrollwork of peacetime, had been sent around the world by President Theodore 
Roosevelt on a fourteen-month voyage as a grand pageant to display the might of American 
sea power.899 The Admiral first landed at Man O’War Steps, conveniently located so as to pay 
respects to the Governor-General at Government House. But the official landing took place on 
Friday the twenty-first of August, at the newly constructed steps located about half way along 
the eastern shore of Farm Cove. (Figure 8.6)
Figure 8.6 Arrival of the Great White American Fleet at Fleet Steps, Farm Cove, 1908. State Library 
of New South Wales (d1-49725r)
After landing, the Admiral and other dignitaries met in a temporary pavilion with a striped canvas 
awning, and after the official welcome the group proceeded up the ceremonial processional path 
of the stairway, from the landing stage at the Harbour’s edge, to the top of the ridgeline and Mrs 
Macquarie’s Road. The stone steps had been given a temporary white timber balustrade for the 
event, with flagpoles located at regular intervals along them, and bunting strung between the 
poles. During the arrival ceremonies “[t]he steps were lined on either hand with men of the New 
South Wales Naval Brigade”.900
899  http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/agency/navy/great-white-fleet.htm (accessed 11/09/2011)
900  Clarence and Richmond Examiner, Saturday 22 August 1908, 9.
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The stairway was well designed for ceremonial welcomes. On the 9th of September 1908, 
the Earl of Dudley, who was to take over as Governor-General, arrived in Sydney and made 
the foot of the Fleet Steps his official landing place.901 The steps were wide enough to allow 
arriving dignitaries such as Lord Dudley to walk abreast with their host up the stairway whilst 
inspecting members of the Australian Armed Forces that lined the stairway forming a guard of 
honour. There was sufficient width, and the stairway proportions were sufficiently comfortable, 
to enable Lord Dudley to stop and speak “to the officers and some of the men who wore medals” 
and then continue up the stairway to the carriages waiting at the top on Mrs Macquarie’s Road.902
The landing pontoon, pavilion for speeches and procession up the monumental stairway was a 
formula that worked well and was used repeatedly. Lord Chelmsford in 1909,903 Edward, Prince 
of Wales in 1920,904 (Figure 8.7) Rev. Dr Michael Sheehan, the new Roman Catholic Archbishop 
in 1922,905 and the Duke of Gloucester in 1934 landed at Farm Cove and climbed Fleet Steps to 
Mrs Macquarie’s Road from where they proceeded to the city.906 
The expensive and ornate yet temporary decorations for a multitude of landing ceremonies 
prompted a Mr. Coulter to write to the editor of The Sydney Morning Herald in 1927 to suggest 
that the original scheme by Vernon be completed, noting that it was designed to make “a 
striking and permanent memorial of the landing-place at farm Cove”. He went on to observe 
that since the original plan was not completed “decorations for this place have cost thousands of 
pounds,which is all wasted”. Coulter had a particular interest in having the full design realised 
as he had been the draftsman who “made the plans”.907
The decorations and the design of the temporary landing pavilions changed, echoing the 
decorative styles of the times, but the basic formula remained constant, at least until the most 
significant Royal arrival that remains in the memory of older generations alive today. On 
901  Heritage Awards 2001 submission, NSW Department of Public Works and Services, Century Stonework 
Program – Public Monuments Project. 2001.
902  “Earl of Dudley”, The Sydney Morning Herald, 10/09/1908, 7.
903  “The Reception, Official Arrangements”, The Sydney Morning Herald, 26/05/1909, 7.
904  “Forged Invitations, Prince’s Visit”, The Sydney Morning Herald 15/06/1920, 8.
905  “Dr. Sheehan, Demonstrative Welcome”, The Sydney Morning Herald 16/10/1922, 10.
906  “Royal Visit, Duke of Gloucester’s Arrival”, The Sydney Morning Herald 04/06/1934,9; “Royal Progress 
in the City”, The Sydney Morning Herald, 23/11/1934,13.
907  R. Chas. G. Coulter, “The Landing Place at Farm Cove”, The Sydney Morning Herald, Tuesday 5 
April 1927, 6. Robert Charles Given Coulter (1864-1956) was a draftsmen and Illustrator in the Government 
Architects Office under Walter Liberty Vernon. Coulter also painted in both oil and watercolour and several 
of his works are held in the collection of the National Gallery of Australia. Principle amongst these are two 
watercolour cycloramic views which Coulter completed under the direction of Vernon copies of which were 
provided to entrants in the 1912 international competition to design the Australian National Capital. http://trove.
nla.gov.au/work/38778353?versionId=51491042 (Accessed 23/09/2012).
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February 3rd 1954, Queen Elizabeth II, the first reigning British monarch to visit Australia, 
accompanied by her husband the Duke of Edinburgh, landed at Fleet Steps.
Figure 8.7 Ceremonial entrance under construction for the landing of the Prince of Wales in 1920. 
Photograph by Sam Hood, State Library of New South Wales (01178h)
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The event is commemorated on the site by a low sandstone wall with the inscription “At this 
spot Queen Elizabeth II first landed on Australian soil on 3rd February 1954”. However, on 
this occasion the Royal party did not climb the steps but were driven away by car through the 
gardens. The steps formed part of the area for spectators (Figure 8.8). The time of Fleet Steps as 
a grand processional stairway for the official arrival ceremony of foreign dignitaries had ended.
Figure 8.8 Queen Elizabeth II arriving at Fleet Steps, 1954. State Library of New South Wales 
(d2_04165r)
Fleet Steps as the official site for the landing of dignitaries was brought to an end by the 
advent of reliable air travel. Today Fleet Steps is valued in different ways and has taken on 
a complexity of meanings to different groups of people. Having been reinvented as a venue 
for “marquee functions, ceremonial occasions and large-scale celebrations”,908 it continues as a 
site of celebration, ceremony and recreation and is used for private and commercial functions 
as well as Open Air Cinema during the Sydney Festival in January each year. Whilst The 
Royal Botanic Gardens and Domain Trust acknowledge that “[t]his prestigious site has been 
the preferred location for ceremonial occasions where heads of state have addressed the nation 
908  Royal Botanic Gardens, Venues Royal Botanic Gardens Sydney, Sydney, Royal Botanic Gardens, 2000.
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and is a significant site in Australia’s history”,909 they now see the site as a location for outdoor 
public events such as dance parties, bands, open air cinema, opera and corporate functions as 
the “Fleet Steps site has the capacity for up to 5,000 people in an open space and up to 2,000 
people in a seated outdoor capacity”.910 These revenue raising activities ensure that the stairway 
still remains useful and relevant even though its original purpose, its elaborate but not fully 
realised design, and the reason for its creation have passed into history. 
The significance that this item of material heritage embodies and its importance to 
contemporary society is evidenced by the efforts and finances spent on its maintenance and 
repair. A major reconstruction of the stairway was undertaken between November 1998 and 
July 2000 by the New South Wales Department of Public Works and Services when the steps 
themselves were removed so that structural stabilisation to the supporting walls under the 
steps could take place before replacement and repair of the sandstone treads was carried 
out.911 Since then an attack by vandals in the early morning of Wednesday 12th November 
2008 required sandstone to again be sourced and cut to order. The repair work was carried 
out by New South Wales Public Works stone masons.912
The vandals had unbolted one of the steel bollards, weighing about 35 kilograms, from the top 
of Fleet Steps and rolled it down the stairway, causing an estimated $500,000 damage to 49 of 
the sandstone steps. The bollard was later found in the Harbour.913 The consistent endeavours 
to repair and maintain the stairway points to its continued significance as a material object that 
helps to illustrate and solidify our cultural heritage.
Fleet Steps was constructed as a monument and a monumental stairway. A large number of 
dignitaries landed here occasioning celebrations, decorations, ceremonies and processions. 
At its simplest, it is an intentional monument to commemorate the visit of the Great White 
American Fleet in 1908 but it can also be read as a symbol of Australia’s relationship with the 
world in the first half of the century since Federation, a time when Australia became a nation 
of the Empire, not merely a colony of it. Sydney was a place of strategic importance because of 
its harbour, which was more than adequate to accommodate sea trading vessels of all sizes and 
visiting foreign navies. The commemoration of the nation as part of the Empire is reinforced 
by the later addition of the memorial commemorating the visit of Queen Elizabeth the Second 
909  Botanic Gardens Trust—Sydney, Australia, Yurong Precinct, www.rbgsyn.nsw.gov.au (accessed 09/05/11).
910  Elissa Blake, “La Traviata, Fleet Steps, The Domain”, The Sun-Herald, Sunday March 25, 2012, 3; 
Botanic Gardens Trust—Sydney, Australia, Yurong Precinct, www.rbgsyn.nsw.gov.au (accessed 09/05/11).
911  Heritage Awards 2001 submission.
912  Author’s conversation with Mr Warren Pearson, Manager, Heritage Services, NSW Public Works 2009.
913  “Vandals Damage Historic Sydney Steps”, The Sydney Morning Herald 15/11/2008
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at the base of the stairs. So without losing the role of a territory marker, Fleet Steps has also 
acquired a symbolic role, acting as both a useful landmark and a symbol.914
Even without the full realisation of the original intent, the monumentality of the stairway is 
apparent; the grandness of scale, ceremonial proportions, solidity of materials, and its beautiful 
siting with stunning views, means that it remains a location of significance for many even if that 
significance is only loosely related to its original purpose. We value Fleet Steps not only as an 
intentional monument but today perhaps more so as an historic one, concepts of monument are 
not fixed, they change over time. 
Figure 8.9 Frederick B. Schell (attributed), Botanic Garden Steps, 1886. Reproduced from Susanna 
De Vries, The Founding of Australia.
Palace garden Steps
Palace Garden Steps (Figure 8.9) was not intended as a monument, yet, like Fleet Steps, it 
was part of an agenda to convince the wider world that Australia was a place of culture and 
sophistication. The Palace Garden Steps, which predate Fleet Steps by some twenty-nine years, 
were probably designed by the director of The Botanic Gardens, Charles Moore (1820–1905), as 
914  Lefebvre, “The Other Parises”, 152. 
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part of the landscape works for The Garden Palace, built for Sydney’s International Exhibition 
of 1879. Kirsten Orr points out that, “recent studies have recognised that Australian exhibitions 
were cultural, political and social events that provided occasions for the expression of imperialist, 
progressive and nationalistic values.” They were “powerful tools for nation building and for 
engendering a new spirit of patriotism” as the host city was compared with other world cities.915
The Palace Garden Steps consists of two flights of stone steps five and a half metres wide with 
a midlanding. There is a stone balustrade to both sides of the stairway that is punctuated at the 
top, both edges of the landing and at the base by stone piers. The piers at the top and bottom 
of the stair support statues representing the four seasons and the piers at the landing have at 
various times supported pairs of urns containing plantings. The riser height is 140mm, the same 
as for Fleet Steps and relatively low, but the tread here is much shallower than Fleet Steps at only 
300mm. There is ample space to have provided a more gradual incline but whilst this stairway 
was intended for comfortable movement it was not intended as a ceremonial stairway.
A relatively modest part of the overall Exhibition Palace grounds design, the stairway took 
on the importance of an unintentional monument after the Garden Palace Exhibition building 
was destroyed by fire in 1882. Like Riegl’s discussion of the scrap of paper which gains its 
heritage significance from its rarity, the stairway has become an unintentional monument, in 
part because of its uniqueness.916 It is the last substantial remaining built element of a significant 
event in Australia’s history and it commemorates that event through its physical form because it 
represents the social and cultural standards and expectations of the day. It reflects the ideals of 
the time and provides an historical connection to past events and is tangible evidence of those 
events. There is a poignancy about this last sizeable architectural element, as it points to the 
absence of the exhibition building itself and makes that absence tangible.917
The stairway has historic associations which are reinforced by naming, the affixing of plaques 
and by the expense and effort that continues to go into its maintenance and restoration, both of 
the stairway and the sculptures it accommodates. It is a monument to a period of history when 
Australian progress and development during the Victorian age meant that the country began to 
have both cultural and economic relevance to the wider world.
Palace Garden Steps, like the later Fleet Steps, are formal and symmetrical in design, built 
of sandstone with neoclassical detailing. They were part of a deliberately thought out piece 
of planning that established a clear vista which extended from the eastern foreground of the 
915  Kirsten Orr, “A Force for Federation; International Exhibitions and the Formation of Australian Ethos 
(1851-1901)”, PhD thesis, School of Architecture, University of New South Wales, 2006, 3-5, 13.
916  Riegl, “The Modern Cult of Monuments”, 22.
917  Although this stairway is the largest remaining built object from the exhibition there is a smaller flight of 
stairs and several sculptures also remaining in the garden from this time.
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Garden Palace and aligned with the central axis of the Botanic Gardens and terminated at a set 
of gates into the Gardens. The exhibition building had been located on the higher ground near 
Macquarie Street in order to minimise the earthworks necessary to accommodate it and the 
stairway provided the connection between the higher, levelled ground on which the building 
stood and the pre-existing levels of the land below.918 (Figure 8.10) If Moore ever produced a 
drawn plan of his design for the exhibition grounds, it seems it no longer survives.919 
 
Figure 8.10 Garden Palace showing stairway and mineral trophy. State Library of New South Wales 
GPO SPF / 266
918  Richard Clough, “Gardening and the Garden Palace”, Proudfoot and others,. Colonial City Global City , 81.
919  Proudfoot and others, Colonial City, Global City, 74.
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Moore’s earthworks proposal involved levelling the land adjoining the Botanic Gardens, known 
as ‘The Governors Paddock’, and creating a terrace on the east side of the building facing the 
gardens and the harbour. The earth bank took up the change in level and formed an angle with 
the building. The earth bank can still be seen in the Gardens today.920
Moore designed a series of major and minor paths linking the building with various entrances 
into the grounds. One of these pathways linked the central axis of the Botanic Gardens to the 
eastern terrace of the building via “the only elaborate structures in the Exhibition grounds, 
the stone staircase with flanking marble statues and urns on pedestals.”(Figure 8.11) The 
stairway made an uncomfortable link with the paving on the eastern terrace of the building. 
This awkwardness was partially addressed by the asymmetrical placing of the Mineral Trophy 
during the exhibition.921
 
Figure 8.11 Palace Garden Steps, c. 1879. State Library of New South Wales (d1-32262)
But the stairway was not just a physical landscape device for directing and controlling 
pedestrian traffic, nor simply to provide a controlled vista. The view resulting from the siting 
and arrangement of the Garden Palace, its landscape and the features within that landscape 
920 Clough, “Gardening and the Garden Palace”, 74.
921  Clough, “Gardening and the Garden Palace”, 75.
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was intended to underline the ideals of the exhibition. Orr notes that these ideals included 
cultural sophistication, progress and moral improvement.922 Richard Clough points out that, “[t]
he contrast between the humanised landscape below the building and the untouched areas of 
bushland on the distant shores of the Harbour underlined one of the themes of the exhibition—
that is, the progress made in less than a century of European settlement”.923 Like Fleet Steps, 
the exhibition structure and grounds, including the stairway, were designed to present Australia 
favourably to an international audience.
Whilst not discussing the stairway specifically, Orr argues that the British in particular believed 
their Victorian age both conjured up and rivalled the golden age of Greek culture. Orr goes on 
to state that, “this classical world view profoundly influenced the conceptual organisation of the 
International exhibitions which in addition to being concerned with promoting the nation and 
consolidating trading networks, sought to include the working classes and educate their minds 
and souls through exposure to the highest achievements of mankind”.924
In the later part of the Victorian era, the Australian population, particularly those who saw 
themselves as part of the middle and upper classes, were influenced not only by the past 
traditions of ‘The Grand Tour’ on the European continent, but also by writings about what 
was seen there, such as those of John Ruskin. Since the Paris Exhibition of 1855, the work of 
the travel company of the Englishman Thomas Cook had almost single-handedly developed 
the basis of a more modern concept of tourism, making a tour of Europe available to a wider 
segment of the Australian population, if not directly then through the writings of others.925 As 
Robert Freestone has noted, “The European ‘Grand Tour’ was de rigueur for many leading 
citizens and solidified the broadly accepted linkages between neo-classical design and the 
culture of advanced western civilization.”926 
The Palace Garden Stair therefore, with its statues of the four seasons and classical urns, was 
designed to appeal to educated men and women of the Victorian era and their interest in the 
art and culture of the classical world. The theme of the four seasons was a theme understood 
internationally and it had been used in the stone carving of the balustrades of Bethesda Terrace 
in New York’s Central Park between 1859 and 1864 although here the interpretation was through 
the portrayal of animal, bird and plant motifs (see Chapter Two). 
922  Orr, “A Force for Federation”; 16.
923  Clough, “Gardening and the Garden Palace”, 81.
924  Orr, “A Force for Federation”, 7.
925  Trease, The Grand Tour , 236.
926  Freestone, Designing Australia’s Cities, 54.
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At the time of the International Exhibition, statues of the Four Seasons in human form were 
positioned on the piers of the Palace Garden Steps,927 Job Hanson receiving an award for the 
statues which he had imported from “his works in Italy”.928 The statues of Spring and Summer 
were located at the top of the stairs with Autumn and Winter at the base. The statues suffered 
some damage due to the fire but were repaired and moved to a variety of locations within the 
Garden. Other statues of various seasons were donated to the Garden and the location of the 
originals, or indeed which statues were the originals, became uncertain.929 By 2011 four statues 
of the seasons had been restored and returned to the stairs, but the urns were still absent in 2012. 
Figure 8.12 Royal Botanic Gardens, c. 1885. Reproduced in Graeme Aplin and John Storey, 
Waterfront Sydney 1860–1920, 1984.
In symbolic terms the four seasons represent the four phases of the sun’s orbit and correspond 
to the four phases of a person’s life: childhood, youth, adulthood and old age. The ancient 
Greek representation of the four seasons consisted of figures of women; Spring was depicted as 
wearing a crown of flowers and standing beside a flowering shrub; Summer wore a crown made 
927  Sydney Mail, 27 September 1879
928  Clough, “Gardening and the Garden Palace”, 79.
929  Wilson, The Wishing Tree, 102.
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from ears of corn and carried a sheaf and a sickle; Autumn was depicted carrying a basket full 
of fruit and bunches of grapes and Winter stood bare-headed, beside a leafless tree.930 Although 
the Palace Garden Stairs statues generally follow this depiction, winter is an exception being 
cast as an old man.
The Palace burnt down on 22nd September 1882 and very little of the original building and landscape 
works remained: the sculpture Huntsman and Dogs by the French sculptor Henri Alfred Marie 
Jacquemart, four fountains, two sets of stairs and some pathways.931 The land was subsequently 
amalgamated with the Botanic Gardens and is today known as The Palace Gardens.932
The stairway is not only an unintentional monument to the Garden Palace and The International 
Exhibition of 1879, today it also serves as a memorial to the historian, author and broadcaster 
Phillip Geeves for whom a Memorial Trust was established under the patronage of Lady Nancy 
Fairfax. The Trust made possible “The Refurbishing of the statues Spring and Autumn and 
urns” which were unveiled in 1988.933 Another plaque on the stairway, dated 25th February 
2010, acknowledges the support of James Fairfax for “restoration and conservation of heritage 
statuary in the Royal Botanic Gardens and Domain including statues Spring and Summer”.934
The Palace Garden stairway is not only a historic monument as an original part of the Palace 
Garden Exhibition project, but has also been overlayed with additional memorial responsibilities 
in the form of plaques dedicated to those who have funded its maintenance and repair. We 
value it as an historic monument not just for its age value but also its rarity; it has a status as a 
surviving remnant. 
The role of the Stairway as Monument
This chapter has discussed Fleet Steps and the Palace Garden Stairs at length, covering their 
design, purpose, construction, use and history and has focused on their role as monuments 
where we can see a palimpsest in both Palace Garden Stairs and Fleet Steps. In the case of 
Fleet Steps the events preceding the permanent stairway that determined its location have left 
no items of material heritage on the site. The event for which the stairway was created gives 
930  Juan Eduardo Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols, Jack Sage Trans., (New York: Philosophical Library, 1962), 269.
931  “The Burning of the garden Palace”, The Illustrated Sydney News, October 25th 1882; Jon Pyke, “Remains 
of the Garden Palace”, unpublished research, N.S.W. Institute of Technology, 1978; Richard Macey, “The Palace 
that became a Bonfire”, The Sydney Morning Herald, 15/09/2007.
932  Wilson, and Colless, Discovering the Domain, 44.
933  Site plaque
934  Site Plaque
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it its name. An interpretative panel provides limited historical detail. This is added to by the 
commemorative wall recognising the visit of Queen Elizabeth II.
In the case of Palace Garden Steps, the authoring event of the Great Exhibition is echoed in the 
naming of the stairway and the Gardens in which it is located. This original meaning is overlaid 
by plaques to the contributors to the stairway’s upkeep. 
The symbols, signs and surfaces of these stairways enable us to read them, but to do so we need to 
understand them from a Victorian perspective. The statuary of the Palace Garden Steps presents 
classical allusions, prompting reflection on the stages of one’s own life. These stairways are 
“privileged object[s] charged with the power to signify”.935 They are privileged because they are 
retained, maintained and restored. By this privileging they are given the power to recall history, 
signifying national pride and achievement at least for a section of society and today provide 
recreational locations that foster an endless collection of personal memories, experiences and 
other histories. 
The Stairway and other Histories
In contrast to the intentional monument and the historic monument that results from a large 
event, as discussed in the previous section, the chapter will now turn to other, less authorised or 
less official histories, and the way they adhere to public stairways.
Many stairways in Sydney, whilst not intentional monuments or necessarily monumental 
in scale, do have a memorial or commemorative function. This function is often overlaid 
on the stairway years after its construction. The renaming of the Challis Street Stairway as 
McElhone Stairs and the addition of plaques to Butler Stairs are examples of this retrospective 
commemorative function. There are stairways which have been named and fixed with a plaque 
to commemorate an individual such as Moore’s Stairs and Chard Stairs. Other stairways 
are named after individuals, but no plaque or signage provides details beyond their names: 
Agar Steps, Beare’s Stairs, Butler Stairs, Chapman Stairs, Hickson Stairs, Hohnen’s Stairs, 
O’Hear’s Stairs and McElhone Stairs as well as the now demolished Withers Stairs, Playfair 
Stairs, Hart Stairs, Young Stairs and Merriman Stairs are all examples of this. The person 
called to mind by the stair-naming is frequently a mayor or council alderman (Chapman, 
Hart, Merriman, Moore, Whithers, Young) or someone who has lived near the stairway and 
has been respected or influential in the neighbourhood (Agar, McElhone, O’Hear, Hohnen, 
Butler, Chard). In other instances the naming of the stairway and the placement of memorial 
plaques are unrelated. On Butler’s Stairs the name of the stairs is carved into the stone piers 
but there is no plaque to Edward Butler Q.C., for whom the stairs are named and the stairway 
935  Lefebvre, “The Other Parises”, 152.
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tells us nothing about him.936 Instead there is a plaque to Mick Fowler, a man who made a 
significant contribution to the area. The “Memorial Plaque to Mick Fowler Seaman, Musician 
& Green Ban Activist 1927-1979” was erected by his friends on the right hand pier of the 
Victoria Street entry to Butler’s Stairs (Figure 8.13).
Figure 8.13 Butler’s Stairs, Victoria Street entry, with plaque to Mick Fowler on the right hand pier, 
July 2005
936  MacDonnell, Before Kings Cross, 97-98.
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Mick Fowler was a local resident who lived in Victoria Street and became an activist in the 
long political and social struggle that began in 1973 and involved ‘Green Bans’ by the Builders 
Labourers Federation and resulted in many of the terraces on the street being retained.937 
Stairways are named primarily to commemorate individuals, but some stairs have been named 
to remember occupations (Commissioners Stairs, Harbour Master Stairs, Custom Officers 
Stairs), for buildings or institutions located at one time nearby (Windmill Stairs, Wharf House 
Stairs, Mission Stairs), for events (Fleet Steps) and for those who used them (Man O’War Steps, 
discussed in Chapter Seven). Specific details for the naming of some individual stairs can be 
found in Appendix II. 
The Cur ated Stairway
The stairway is also utilised as a place of community history and memory. There are several 
instances in Sydney where officially sanctioned artwork, text and historical information have 
been displayed and curated on stairways and in doing so they potentially bring to life the history 
and culture of the local area through the interpretation of a specific individual or group.
Public stairways do not only embody their own histories; they are intrinsically connected to the 
histories of the area in which they are located, they form a path of travel where the pace of the 
pedestrian is comparatively slow and as such they can provide a valuable vehicle for curating 
urban history. Barry Bergdoll notes the double absence with which exhibitions of architectural 
works within museums and galleries are involved, “for the materials on display are asked not 
only to represent absent buildings but also to invoke absent contexts or environments in which 
the architecture participated or participates—historical, urban, theoretical”.938 One way this 
issue of context is being at least partially addressed in Sydney is through the presentation of 
historical information on or near to the site of that history, so that historical information is 
seen as close to its original context as is currently possible and more intimate social and urban 
histories of local areas can be addressed. 
The histories which the local resident or visitor is unlikely to make the effort to discover in a 
museum or gallery can be a source of real interest and curiosity when it is stumbled upon in 
situ and these histories which soak the fabric of our cities are being curated through displays 
of information and images on public stairways. Due to their material form, stairways provide a 
good venue for this. Several examples are found in the inner city suburb of Pyrmont. 
937  Marion Hardman and Peter Manning, Green Bans The Story of an Australian Phenomenon, (East 
Melbourne: Australian Conservation Foundation, 1975); Burgmann and Burgmann, Green Bans. Red Union; 
Smith, Uses of Heritage, 24-25.
938  Bergdoll, Barry. “Curating History”, The Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, Vol. 57, No.3. 
(Sep., 1998), pp. 257 & 366.
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Figure 8.14 Mount Street Walk stairs in Pyrmont display a timeline on their risers, April 2006
Previously largely an industrial area occupied by the factory, warehouses and workers of the 
CSR sugar refinery, this area has recently been developed as a residential area. At Mount Street 
Steps the risers of the stairway have been used as a place to locate text, written historical 
facts about the area. (Figure 8.14) At steps at Chowne Street in Pyrmont a display of historical 
information includes images of the previous industrial activities of the area. (Figure 8.15)
A more complex example of utilising stairways to interpret and curate the history of an area is 
found at Foundation Park on Gloucester Walk in The Rocks. (Figure 8.16) Foundation Park was 
created by the Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority in 1972.939 It presents part of the history of 
the area through a multi-level site connected by both historic and recent stairways. The park is 
formed around the remaining fragments of eight houses built between 1874 and 1878 which were 
demolished in 1938. The site is significant as “a site developed with high density housing for 
the rental market of nineteenth century Sydney”.940 The way the site has been curated combines 
whimsy with history where bigger than life-size steel cut-outs of furniture have been combined 
with remnants of the original terrace houses, new plantings and both new and historic stairways 
to create a “refreshing cheerful approach to Heritage Interpretation” that “vividly demonstrate 
settlement patterns in response to the rocky terrain and the high density of housing in the area 
in the nineteenth century”.941 Not only do the stairways of the site exist as material culture but 
they also provide access, facilitate views and contribute to the sense of play and adventure that 
can be experienced in the city. The multi-layered complexity of the stairways reflect the multi-
layered complexity of the site’s history, and contibutes to the sense of fun and adventure than 
can be experienced here.
939  Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority Heritage Register
940  Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority Heritage Register 
941  Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority Heritage Register 
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Figure 8.15 Steps near Chowne Street Pyrmont, April 2006
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Figure 8.16 Stairways in Foundation Park. Photograph Ross Thornton, October 2012
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Figure 8.17 Sydney University Graffiti Tunnel, 2007
Painting the Stairway
More transient and often controversial commemorative functions are found on stairways that 
have been utilised as sites of graffiti and street art where the stairway is used as a notice board 
or gallery space and where the personal expression of private individuals is displayed. Graffiti 
is generally considered the result of aberrant behavious but in the ‘Graffiti Tunnel’ at Sydney 
University, located between Manning Road and Science Road, two stairways within the tunnel 
and a third just outside at Science Road play host to almost daily changes from graffiti artists, 
students and those with a message. It hosts political statements, declarations of love, of being 
‘out and proud’ and endless campaigning at student election time. No part of this stairway or 
tunnel is left untouched, although door knobs and stair treads are not meant to be painted.942 
The risers of the stairway are sometimes used for constructing images that can only be seen as 
a whole when approaching the stair and fragment as one reaches it. Such was the case with a 
representation of the Aboriginal flag painted in 2007. 
Risers on stairways have on many occassions been used to display information; from the historic 
information on the Mount Street Walk Stair (figure 8.14) to the advertisements on the risers of 
942  http://www.legal-walls.net/walls/21 (accessed 04/04/2011)
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railways staion steps, to the voting slogans and Aboriginal flag of Sydney University Graffiti 
Tunnel. The effectiveness of this as a place for communication is supported by research that 
shows that when walking up stairways people generally fix and maintain their gaze a few steps 
ahead.943
The physical properties of a stairway; its pitch, width, length and landings and the views 
outwards and inwards that it affords, determines the stairway’s suitablity as a site for curating 
history or art and as a place for conveying messages through graffiti or advertising. Although a 
message displayed on a stairway may be short-lived or present for an extended period of time, 
this ability to carry a message can give a stairway a memorial quality.
Both intentional and unintentional monuments convey messages, trigger memories or imaginings 
of the past and activate emotions; feelings of respect, admiration, patriotism and gratitude. 
Adding historic information to a stairway can change it from a quotidian urban object to a site 
of memorial. Due to the stairway’s utility as a means of pedestrian access the stairway has an 
advantage as a memorial, its usefulness remains after the event for which it was created or the 
message it displays have passed from living memory.
943 Veronica Miyasike-da Silva and Willian McIlroy, “Does it Matter Where you look when Walking on 
Stairs? Insights from a dual-Task Study.” Plos One, Volume 7, Issue 9, September 2012
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Conclusion: 
The Significance of the Public 
Stairway in Sydney
Figure 9.1 Jeffery Smart, The Tarpeian Chase, 1961, oil on board. Reproduced in Christopher Allen, 
Jeffery Smart: Unpublished Paintings 1940–2007. Collingwood: Australian Galleries 2008, 101.
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Halfway down
Halfway down the stairs
is a stair
where I sit.
There isn’t any
other stair
quite like
it.
I’m not at the bottom,
I’m not at the top;
so this is the stair
where
I always
stop.
Halfway up the stairs
Isn’t up
And it isn’t down.
It isn’t in the nursery,
It isn’t in town.
And all sorts of funny thoughts
Run round my head.
It isn’t really
Anywhere!
It’s somewhere else
Instead!
A.A. Milne
When We Were Very Young 1924
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So what do public stairways tell us about Sydney? This dissertation finds them not as we might expect located only in the urban plan of the city, simply a quotidian way of climbing from one level of topography to another. Rather they are located “somewhere else instead”, 
or indeed a variety of somewhere elses. They are located in our history, our social practices, our 
art, literature and film, our memories and personal experiences.
This thesis has argued that the public urban stairway, whilst a significant element for many cities, 
has specific meanings for Sydney. This specificity relates both to the city’s topography and to 
its history: the speed and circumstances of its founding and development, its social and criminal 
nature as a penal settlement and its geographic isolation, in its early years accessible only by sea. 
The city’s particular circumstances of geography and founding were overlaid with the quarrying 
activities, viewing practices, commemorative ambitions, cultures and subcultures of its residents 
to create stairways that have a layering of meanings particular to this city. 
The stairway is part of the city’s urban grain. The arrival of stairways on historic plans of Sydney 
indicate the intensification of development and population as the town grew. These intriguing 
pedestrian connections do not just embody their own histories; they are intrinsically connected to 
the histories of the area in which they are located and as such are important to the community’s 
experience of and affection for the city. They form a path of travel where the pace of the pedestrian 
is comparatively slow, without the harried pace of the retail strip and as such they have provided 
a valuable vehicle for viewing the city physically, historically and metaphorically. They provide 
locations for communication to the people using them, ranging from graffiti to historical detail 
and information.
Sydney’s public urban stairways have an air of mystery and surprise with the potential for the 
discovery of an unknown view, new experience or small adventure. They express or manifest 
landform and topography and are both generators and outcomes of urban change. They appear 
in art and literature as metaphor, and as rich sites for narrative. They are only one element of 
the larger pedestrian network of the city yet they express or embody the character of Sydney by 
their frequency, design and materials. They provide infrastructure for recreational activities and 
afford a different viewpoint on the historical development of the city, giving an insight into the 
modification of its topography for the benefit of the pedestrians that use the network. 
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Stairways are produced spaces that form a setting for everyday life. They are used for quotidian 
activities as well as appropriated for unusual and counter-cultural practices. Their meanings 
change over time and these meanings are influenced by issues of gender, culture, ethnicity, class 
identity and a wide variety of different urban experiences, but most of all they are overlooked: this 
dissertation has brought attention and focus to a blind spot in the understanding of the city.
This dissertation has demonstrated that the public urban stairway is a social space. The social 
nature of the stairway is created through the actions of the people that designed and made it, the 
groups and individuals that historically and in the present day use it and those that observe the 
activities that take place on it.
Despite the public stairway having a primarily prosaic function as a route of pedestrian travel, 
the collection of stairways in Sydney contain examples of more than enabling infrastructure or 
romantic but challenging types of pedestrian street. They are valued for their age, for the history 
that they embody, for the events or people that they commemorate, their practical usefulness and 
their beauty, and in doing so they significantly contribute to the city’s cultural heritage. Some 
examples also have a rarity value or are particularly well representive of their type. Others may 
offer research potential or scientific significance because of their construction, materials and 
techniques. Statements of heritage significance need to address more broadly the public stairway’s 
role in the city as both intentional and unintentional monuments and as the sites of overlaid 
meanings at a more intimate community level.
This dissertation is the only comprehensive account that has located, researched, documented 
and described Sydney’s public urban stairways. In doing so, categories of analysis have been 
developed which are intrinsically interesting because they have been overlooked in previous 
research and policy development. These categories of infrastructure, street, view, threshold and 
monument enable us to think more broadly about the urban form of the city and the significance 
of the stairway and the public realm. Some of these categories may be more applicable in Sydney 
but others have a broad application to other cities 
The research of this dissertation presents a new angle on the history of Sydney in terms of its 
social history and lays groundwork that can contribute to the development of existing heritage 
instruments and council policies. It provides the basis for the categorisation of the public stairway 
as a specific type of public space distinct from the category of laneway, one that merits its own 
policy for management. Such a policy could address issues of the heritage of the stairway through 
a broader understanding as not only significant items of pedestrian infrastructure or old fabric but 
also as active social spaces, facilitators of views, threshold spaces and monuments and memorials.
So the climbing of a public stairway in Sydney is a social act that embodies the cultural 
significance of the stairway to the city. This simple pedestrian activity connects us to histories 
of the city, its infrastructural development, our social and anti-social behaviours, an obsession 
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with views, the crossing of tangible, temporal and social thresholds and our desire to memorialise 
and commemorate. Wrapped within this collection of social activities, desires and ambitions 
is a seemingly endless and complex collection of personal histories, remembrances and even 
imaginings that go to build a richly textured urban culture and multifaceted society. The cultural 
significance of Sydney’s public stairways can no longer be overlooked. It is now possible to give 
them greater consideration in public policy, heritage discourse and urban studies.
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Figure 9.2 Julian Ashton, Horden Stairs Woolloomooloo, c. 1885. Watercolour, gouache, ink, pen and 
brush. National Gallery of Australia (71.91)
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Appendix i: 
table: Sydney stairway timeline
Historical Events Stairway Construction
1790 Famine in colony of NSW
1790 Permanent watch for ships established at South 
Head
1793 Land at Woolloomooloo granted to John 
Palmer 17
90
1802 French explorer Peron visits Sydney
1806 William Bligh becomes Governor of NSW
1808 Rum Rebellion 18
00
1810 Arrival of Macquaries at Government Landing 
Stairs 
1813 Crossing of the Blue Mountains
1816 Construction of Mrs Macquarie’s Chair 18
10
1816? Stairs cut in rock at Mrs Macquarie’s 
chair
1816-1817 Man O’War Steps
1825 Arrival of Governor Darling
18
20
1832 Strawberry Hills Estate subdivided
1837 Australian Gas Light Company founded
1837 Incorporated Building Act 18
30
1830 Waterman’s Stairs (now Ives Steps)
1840 John Macarthur’s Pyrmont land actioned 
1841 First gas-powered street light in Sydney 
1842 Town of Sydney declared city and incorporated
1842 Australasian Sugar Company founded 
1842 Russell’s Sydney Foundry & Engineering Co. 
begins.
1844 Council begins connecting piped water to 
houses 18
40
APPenidx i
372
APPendix i
Historical Events Stairway Construction
1851 Edward Hargraves discovers gold in NSW
1851-3 Gold Rush sees wages and prices soar 
1853 Corporation of City of Sydney suspended
1855 Responsible Government proclaimed Tas, Vic, 
NSW 
1858 Reconstituted Council takes over 
1858 First telegraph line from Sydney to South Head 18
50 1859 Merriman Stairs
1861 Sydney is linked by telegraph to Brisbane 
1867 Direct telegraph between Sydney and Adelaide 
1868 Attempted assassination of Duke of Edinburgh
1869 Monthly mail service Sydney-San Francisco
18
60
1863-66 Argyle St and Watsons Rd (Sutton 
Stairs)
1865 Agar Steps 
1865? Hart’s Stairs
1868 Moore’s Stairs
1869 Butler Stairs using shell lime 
1869 Agar Steps (Edward Bell)
1870 Imperial Troops withdrawn from Australia 
1870 Napoleon III abdicates in September 
1871 Permanent Military Force raised in NSW
1871 Anthony Trollope visits Australia 
1873 Traffic control removed from council 
1873 Trollope’s Australia and New Zealand 
published 
1875 First Pyrmont Baths built 
1879 First steam tramway opens in Sydney 
1879 First successful shipment of frozen meat to UK 
1879 Council’s financial strength increased by new 
Act 
1879 City of Sydney Improvement Act passed 
1879 Colonial Sugar Refinery opens at Pyrmont 
Point 18
70
1870? Wharf House Stairs
1874 Stairs that now form part of Federation 
Park
1879 Palace Garden Stairs
1879 Kings Lane Stairs to Bourke St
1879 Margaret St Wharf Stairs
1880 Section of George Street paved in asphalt 
1880 First woodblocks laid in King Street
1886 Ratepayers’ Association formed 
1888 Council retrenches 249 reduces wages of 48 
workers
18
80
1881 Hill Stairs
1882 Horden’s Stairs
1883 Beare’s Stairs, 1883 Holdsworth Ave Stair
1883 Goldsborough Lane to Phillip Street
1884 Anne St Stair
1884 Gloucester St to Cambridge St Stair
1884 Playfair Stairs
1885 Withers Stairs, Agar Stairs (A. C. 
Mountain)
1885 Harris St Corporation Baths Stair
1886 O’Hears Stairs, Young Stairs, Hart Stairs
1886 Little Essex St Stairs
1887 Caraher Stairs, 1887 Mount Street Stairs
1889 White’s Lane Stair (previously Birks Lane)
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Historical Events Stairway Construction
1896 Annandale Aqueduct first to use reinforced 
concrete 
1896 Public Health Act 
1899 Second Pyrmont Bridge Built 
18
90
1890 Hohnen’s Stairs
1892 Agar Steps reconstructed using cement 
mortar
1894 Hourigan Lane Steps (demolished 1940)
1899 Mount St Stairs
1899 Bathurst Street Wharf Stair (now 
demolished)
1900 Plague breaks out in Sydney
1900 Darling Harbour Wharf Resumption Act
1900 Council gets power to resume land for Rd 
alignment
1900 Women vote for first time in council elections 
1901 Sydney Harbour Trust established 
1902 Govt. sets up City Improvement Advisory 
Board 
1902 Pyrmont Baths refurbished
1904 First permanent electric street lighting in 
Sydney
1905 Council gains power to resume land generally
1907 Sydney Harbour Trust, rat proofing wharves 
1909 Technical High School built in Harris St 
Pyrmont 19
00
1902 Berwick Lane Stairs
1902-1908 Chapman Stairs and Arundel St 
Stairs
1904 Challis Street Steps later McElhone Stair
1904 Fig St Stair
1907 Anne St Stair to Riley St 
1907-8 Bethal Steps 
1908 Fleet Steps
1908 Stairs George Street North to Cumberland 
Street
1908 Stairs between Lance Lane and High 
Street 
1910 Coal strike prevents the manufacture of bricks
1914 World War One breaks out 
19
10
1910 Bettington Street Stairs
1911 Yurong St Stairs to Oxford Street
1911 Stairs Joining Hickson Rd and Fort Street
1911-1912 High Stairs and stairs at Munn Street
1911-1914 Windmill Stairs
1912-14 Hickson Stairs
1916 Macquarie Place Steps
1916? Cutler’s footbridge
1917 Park St Stairs to Hyde Park
1918 Lons Lane stair (now demolished)
1919 Parkham St Stair
1926 Widening of George Street at Broadway begins 
1929 Stock market crash 
1929 Legislation allowing women to stand for 
council 19
20
1921 Windmill Stairs
1921 Sussex St Stair to Napoleon St
1922-23 Cnr Pottinger and Hickson Rd Stairs
1922-23 Pottinger Street Stairs
1924 Chard Stair
1925 Hickson Rd Stair to Tarra Park
1930 Motor Traffic Act 
1933 Police Act 
1939 World War Two breaks out 
19
30
1930 Essex Street Steps
1930? Walter Read Reserve Stairs
1932 Bridge Stairs
1933 Wynyard Park Stairs
1939 McLachlan Way
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Historical Events Stairway Construction
1945 World War Two ends 
1948 City enlarged, Local Government Areas Act 19
40 1946 Greenknowe Ave Stairs to Onslow Ave
1956 First multi-storey council car park opens 
1957 Height limit of buildings in city raised to 150 
feet 19
50
1950 Ernest Pedersen Steps
1951 College Street Subway
1952 First Fleet Park Steps
1955 Observatory Hill Footbridge Stair
1962 Aboriginals given the right to vote
1966 Decimal currency comes in 19
60 1963 Mrs Macquaries Drive to Lincoln Cres
1970 Civic Reform Council replaces Commissioners 
1971 Council’s strategic plan with ‘pedestrian 
network’ 
1972 Voting age reduced to 18 for council elections 
1978 Martin Place becomes Pedestrian Only space 19
70
1972 Arundle Street Footbridge
1975 Sydney Square to Kent Street
1977 Regimental Square
1979 Mission Stairs
1982 National Gallery of Australia opens
1983 Australian dollar is floated 19
80 1986 Globe Street Stair
1988 Grosvenor Place to George St and Essex St
1992 Disability Discrimination Act
1992 High Court issues Mabo decision on native title
1992 AS1428.3 requirements for children
19
90
1991 Mary Anne Park Stairs
1995 Museum of Sydney
1996 Australian Technology Park
1996 Foundation Park
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
1999 Railway Square
1999 Douglass Lane Stair
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Historical Events Stairway Construction
2000 27th Olympiad held in Sydney
2000 Howard Liberal Government introduces GST
2001 AS 1428.1 General Requirements for Access
2002 AS 1428.4 Tactile Indicators
2007 Sydney hosts Apec Summit
2009 Revised 1428.1 accounts for vision impairment
20
00
2000 363 George Street pedestrian link
2000 Jenkins Street to Gas Lane
2000-2009 City Quarter residential development
2001? Potter St to Crown Park, Potter St to 
Crystal Park
2001-2003 Deane’s Square
2002 Victoria Park Stair to Sydney University
2002 ‘storm waters’ Victoria Park, Green 
Square
2003 Sussex Lane Stair 
2004 Blackwattle Lane to Quadrant 
development
2005 Frog Hollow Stair
2005 Refinery Square development
2006 Dalgety Rd to Towns Place
2006-2008 Paddington Reservoir
2006-2007 Jacksons Landing Development 
Stairs
2006-2007 Glebe Harbour Foreshore Walk 
Stairs
2007 Carriageworks Redfern
2007 Pirrama Road stair by Hill Thallis
2009 Randle Street Stair
2009 George Street Stair The Rocks by Terroir
2009 City Road to Sydney University
2009 Charles Kernan Reserve
2010 Disability Access to Premises buildings 
standard
20
10
2010 Waterloo Park Collins and Turner 
architects
2012 MCA to Circular Quay West
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Appendix ii: 
Catalogue of Public  
urban Stairs in Sydney
The following abbreviations have been used in the catalogue:
CoS  City Of Sydney
MOHDB Millers Point Heritage Database
NGA  National Gallery of Australia
PoC  Proceedings of Council
PWD-PRNo Public Works Department Print Room number
SHFA  Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority
SHI  State Heritage Inventory
SLNSW State Library of New South Wales
SLVIC  State Library of Victoria
SRNSW State Records New South Wales
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AlexAndriA
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
A l 
0 0 1
Brick stair into Sydney Park 
from Harber Street
A l 
0 0 2
Concrete stair on the corner of 
Bourke and Huntley Streets
AnnAndAle
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
Only a small section of the suburb of Annandale comes within the local government area of 
the City of Sydney. The larger part is within the Leichhardt local government area.
A n 
0 0 1
2006 Concrete stair connects 
Bicentennial Park to Rozelle Bay
beAConSfield
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
b e 
0 0 1
Joins Janet Beirne Reserve 
to the Playground
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b e 
0 0 2
Joins Beaconsfield Park 
to Wiliam Street
CAMPerdown
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
C A 
0 0 1
C. 2005 Sandstone stairway connects 
Pyrmont Bridge Road with Foss 
Street at the eastern end of the 
City Quarter development.
C A 
0 0 2
C. 2009 Concrete Stair connects Stirling 
Road within the City Quarter 
development to the orphan 
School Creek public reserve. 
Masterplan for City 
Quarter residential 
development by 
DEM. 2000-2009.
C A 
0 0 3
2000-
2009
Concrete Stair faced with sandstone 
connects Stirling Circuit Upper 
with Alexandra Drive. Masterplan 
for City Quarter residential 
development by DEM. 2000-2009.
Masterplan for City 
Quarter residential 
development by 
DEM. 2000-2009.
C A 
0 0 4
2000-
2009
Concrete Stair faced with sandstone 
connects Stirling Circuit Upper 
with Alexandra Drive. Masterplan 
for City Quarter residential 
development by DEM. 2000-2009.
Masterplan for City 
Quarter residential 
development by 
DEM. 2000-2009.
C A 
0 0 5
2000-
2009
Connects Alexandra drive 
with Stirling Circuit lower. 
Masterplan for City 
Quarter residential 
development by 
DEM. 2000-2009.
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C A 
0 0 6
2000-
2009
Connects Alexandra Drive 
with Village Green.
Masterplan for City 
Quarter residential 
development by 
DEM. 2000-2009.
C A 
0 0 7
2000-
2009
Connects Alexandra Drive 
with Village Green.
Masterplan for City 
Quarter residential 
development by 
DEM. 2000-2009.
C A 
0 0 8
2000-
2009
Connects Alexandra Drive 
with Village Green.
Masterplan for City 
Quarter residential 
development by 
DEM. 2000-2009.
C A 
0 0 9
2002 Designed by Knox & Partners, 
landscape architects. Connects 
Victoria Park and Sydney University. 
Official Opening 13th October 2002
Whitaker, 2002, 124. 
www.usyd.edu.au/senate/
historysesquisteps.html 
accessed 01.12.06
C A 
0 1 0
1972 The Arundel Street Footbridge 
over Parramatta Road
Site Plaque
C A 
0 1 1
1972 The Footbridge Theatre over 
Parramatta Road. Part of a previous 
stairway still remains at its base
Site Plaque
C A 
0 1 2
Entry to Graffiti Tunnel in the 
grounds of Sydney University
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C A 
0 1 3
Inside Graffitti Tunnel in the 
grounds of Sydney University
CenTenniAl PArK
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
C P 
0 0 1
Connects Poate Road 
and Furber Lane
CHiPPendAle
g e n e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Shirley Fitzgerald, Chippendale Beneath the factory Wall, Hale & Iremonger,1990.
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
C H 
0 0 1
Devonshire Street subway to 
Chalmers Street. Refurbished and 
escalator added 2012. previous 
stair in this location site of 
accidental death 19th April 1948.
Police and Justice 
museum Photo
C H 
0 0 2
2001-
2003
Devonshire St subway/ Lee St
C H 
0 0 3
2001-
2003
Deane Square
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C H 
0 0 4
2001-
2003
Deane Square
C H 
0 0 5
2001-
2003
Deane Square
C H 
0 0 6
1999 Railway Square
C H 
0 0 7
1999 Railway Square
C H 
0 0 8
1999 Railway Square
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dArlingHurST
g e n e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Isadore Brodsky, Sydney’s little World of Woolloomooloo, old Sydney Free Press, 1966.
Freda MacDonnell, Before Kings Cross, Thomas Nelson Ltd. 1967.
Avryl Whitnall, Villas of Darlinghurst, State Library of NSW, 2002
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
d H 
0 0 1
1883 Beares Stairs, Caldwell Street Geeves, 1981,10. Original 
contract 65/1623. Original 
Drawings E3-266/1 & /2. 
Survey 1954, S3-117/114.
d H 
0 0 2
1902 Originally located hard up against 
building on property line. Negative 
impact caused it too be moved to 
centre of lane. Connects Berwick 
Lane and Bourke Street
CoS letters 1902/79. 
Original drawing E3-
29, 1902. Possibility 
of demolition of stairs, 
City News,25.08.2011.
d H 
0 0 3
1924 See Chapter 3. Chard Stairs, connects 
William St with Premier Ln and 
Forbes St due to widening of William 
st 1916. Previous stair shown on CoS 
E1-487/2. Damaged by car 1960.
Site plaque. Contract 
1924/161 drawings 
E3-92/3. CoS 2432/24, 
750/20. CoS image 
NSCA CRS 48/1312. 
Named Gov. Gaz. No 123, 
25.07.1986, Fol.3660.
d H 
0 0 4
Within the footpath of Crown 
street at Oxford Street
d H 
0 0 5
1890 Hohnen’s Stairs links King’s 
Lane & Palmer St. Originally 
built 1880 against boundary 
of Charles Hohnan’s (a baker). 
Moved to centre of lane 1884. 
Rebuilt to current design 1890.
Sth Syd Council LEP Sch 
2 1998, 2002. Contract 
65/2010.drawings 
E3-304/1, E3-304/2, 
E3-308/1. Letters CoS 
4010/63. naming PoC 
20.10.1891, pg 79.
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d H 
0 0 6
1879 Connects King’s Lane 
to Bourke Street
Original drawing 
E3-9, E3-12. CoS 
Trig survey 1865.
d H 
0 0 7
Connects King’s lane to 
Thompson Street
d H 
0 0 8
Connects Langley Street 
to Burton Street
Survey Drawing 
S3-A169/2 1941
d H 
0 0 9
Within the footpath of 
Liverpool street near the 
junction with Oxford Street
d H 
0 1 0
1939 McLachlan Way links MCLachlan 
Avenue with Barcom Avenue
Original drawing 
E3-361/1. CoS image 
1940 NSCA CRS 
51/3635 and 3636.
d H 
0 1 1
At Oxford Square linking Oxford 
Street and Riley Street
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d H 
0 1 2
At Oxford Square linking Oxford 
Street and Riley Street
d H 
0 1 3
At Oxford Square linking Oxford 
Street and Riley Street
d H 
0 1 4
1911 Corner of Norman and Oxford Lanes 
near Yurong Street. Now demolished.
Image HHT, P&JM 
Record No. 32230, C, 
1938. CoS Original 
drawing E3-53/1
d H 
0 1 5
At Taylor Square linking Oxford 
street and Bourke Street
d H 
0 1 6
1889 Whites Lane (previously 
Birks Lane) links Darlinghurst 
Road to Hardie street.
Original drawing 
E1-A72/1 . DP873028, 
1997. Photograph from 
HHT Police and Justice 
Museum files image 
number 2169-2175
d H 
0 1 7
Clarkson’s Mill Way
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d H 
0 1 8
1916? Stairs to Cutler Footway 
over Boundary Road
Darlinghurst. Burton 
Street over Barcom 
and Boundary. Other 
side in Woollarah.
dArlingTon
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
d T 
0 0 1
2009 Designed by John Wardle 
Architects. Connects City Road to 
the grounds of Sydney University
d T 
0 0 2
2009 Designed by John Wardle 
Architects. Connects City Road to 
the grounds of Sydney University
d T 
0 0 3
2009 Designed by John Wardle 
Architects. Connects the grounds 
of Sydney University over 
the City Road footbridge. 
d T 
0 0 4
2009 Designed by John Wardle 
Architects. Within the grounds 
of Sydney University
d T 
0 0 5
2009 Designed by John Wardle 
Architects. Within the grounds 
of Sydney University.
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d T 
0 0 6
Within the grounds of 
Sydney University
d T 
0 0 7
Within the grounds of 
Sydney University
d T 
0 0 8
Within the grounds of 
Sydney University
d T 
0 0 9
Within the grounds of 
Sydney University
d T 
0 1 0
Within the grounds of 
Sydney University
d T 
0 1 1
Corner of Golden Grove street 
and Darlington Road
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d T 
0 1 2
2009 Charles Kernan Reserve 
refurbished 2009
www.cityofsydney.nsw.
gov.au/development/
CityImprovements/
ParksandReserves/
CharlesKernan 
ReserveRenewal.asp
d T 
0 1 3
2009 Charles Kernan Reserve 
refurbished 2009
www.cityofsydney.nsw.
gov.au/development/
CityImprovements/
ParksandReserves/
CharlesKernan 
ReserveRenewal.asp
d T 
0 1 4
Ivy lane
dAweS PoinT
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
g e n e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Shirley Fitzgerald and Christopher Keating, Millers Point: The Urban Village, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1991.
Shirley Fitzgerald, Sydney 1842-1992, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1992.
Grace Karskens, The Rocks: Life in Early Sydney, Melbourne University Press, 1997.
d P 
0 0 1
1925 Links Hickson Road and Tarra Park Images of Construction 
SRNSW 12685_a007_
a00704_ 8725000013r 
& 12685_a007_a00704_ 
8725000022r
d P 
0 0 2
1830 Ives Steps, originally Waterman’s 
steps, link Hickson Road to the 
harbour. Renamed after Alderman 
Isaac Ellis Ives c.1896. No early 
fabric appears to remain.
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d P 
0 0 3
Joins Lower Fort Street with 
Tarra Park Dawes Point 
Cos G2-44/2
d P 
0 0 4
Joins Lower Fort Street with 
Tarra Park Dawes Point 
Cos G2-44/2
d P 
0 0 5
Joins Lower Fort Street with 
Tarra Park Dawes Point 
d P 
0 0 5
Joins Lower Fort Street with 
Tarra Park Dawes Point 
d P 
0 0 6
1911 Joins Hickson Road with 
Lower Fort Street
Original Drawing 
E3-237/1.
d P 
0 0 7
1912-1914 Hickson Steps link Hickson 
Road and Lower Fort Street. 
Named for Robert Rowan Purdan 
Hickson, first president of the 
Sydney Harbour Trust, 1901 
S5-183/3. SLNSW Images 
GPO1-24740. Surveyed 
1914. ‘Surveyors plan 1921 
G2-50/1 to dedicate as 
public highway. 
SHI Number 2426258. 
390
APPendix ii
d P 
0 0 8
1908 Connects George St. North 
to Cumberland St. Part of 
redevelopment work to facilitate 
pedestrian access associated 
with Harbour Bridge. Site 
in the Film “Playing Beattie 
Bow”. Design Foggitt 1915
Letter re lighting CoS 
852/08. SLNSW Images 
GPO 1-31093, 31094, 
30955. Survey plan 
S4-95/1 1937. Thalis 
and Cantrill “Public 
Sydney: drawing the 
City”, 2013, p71
d P 
0 0 9
Joins Downshire Street 
with Lower Fort Street
d P 
0 1 0
Downshirte Street
d P 
0 1 1
Downshire Street
d P 
0 1 2
1922-
1923
Within the footpath at the corner of 
Pottinger Street and Hickson Road
Survey S5-183/3.MPAHD, 
Paul Davies Pty Ltd 2007. 
See also SHI 12426272.
d P 
0 1 3
1922-
1923
Within the footpath at the corner of 
Pottinger Street and Hickson Road
Survey S5-183/3.MPAHD, 
Paul Davies Pty Ltd 2007. 
See also SHI 12426272.
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d P 
0 1 4
1922-
1923
The Pottinger Street Stair connects 
Hickson Road and Pottinger 
street. Part of the Hickson Road 
development in the early 1920s. The 
original stair was replaced c1960.
SHI 2426271. SLNSW 
Image GPO1-10213 & 
25044 & 25045. 1923 
Survey S5-183/1.MPAHD, 
Paul Davies Pty Ltd 2007
d P 
0 1 5
Ferry Lane Steps demolished Fitzgerald and Keating, 
1991, 67. SHI 2426292. 
See Millers Point Heritage 
Database. Detail of 
Archives NSW Image 886
d P 
0 1 6
Joins Downshire street to Ferry Lane
d P 
0 1 7
Joins Downshire street to Ferry Lane
d P 
0 1 8
Joins Downshire street to Ferry Lane
d P 
0 1 8
The Paddock, Pottinger Street.
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d P 
0 1 9
Caraher Stairs linked Lower Fort 
Street to Pronces street. Now 
Demolished. See Chapter 3.
d P 
0 2 0
1859 Merriman stairs linked Argyle 
St with Princes St. Naming PoC 
19.9.1888 pg2. Demolished due to 
widening of Argyle cut in association 
with construction of Harbour 
Bridge 1931. See Chapter 3.
SRNSW CGS 13859,[SZ 
468],CGS 4481[AC1092], 
series 12685 .Cos Contract 
65/156, E3-2, 028/028932. 
SLNSW SPF/508 & PXE 
711/372 & GPO 1-05813. 
Postcard 1908. 1865 Trig.
eliZAbeTH bAy
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
e b 
0 0 1
Billyard Steps link Mcleay street and 
Billyard Avenue. They were used as 
a setting at the end of the film “He 
died with a Fellafel in his hand”
CoS minute paper re 
cleaning 48/07, re signage 
1904/2174. Lighting 
Plan E4-511/62.
e b 
0 0 2
Links Billyard Avenue with 
Arthur McElhone Reserve
e b 
0 0 3
John Armstrong Park 
Greenknowe Avenue
e b 
0 0 4
1946 Links Greenknowe Avenue and 
Onslow Avenue. These stairs 
replaced a previous set of stairs.
CoS re lighting and 
approval of costs 1855/47, 
2211/47. Original 
Drawings E3-389/1 
&/2, E4-456/1.
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erSKineVille
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
e r 
0 0 1
c1997 Entry to Green Bans Park 
from Erskinville Road
http://www.cityofsydney.
nsw.gov.au
e r 
0 0 2
Intry to a pocket park 
from Albert Street
e r 
0 0 3
1955  
2006
Entry to Erskinville Oval
e r 
0 0 4
2009 Leads through into the grounds 
of the Motto apartment 
complex from Eve Street
e r 
0 0 5
2009 Leads through into the grounds 
of the Motto apartment 
complex from Eve Street
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e r 
0 0 6
2009 Leads through into the grounds 
of the Motto apartment 
complex from Eve Street
e r 
0 0 7
Tiled concrete stairs joining 
Rochford street to Kind Street
eVeleigH
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
e V 
0 0 1
2007 Carriageworks stairway. Tonkin 
Zulaikha Greer Architects
Site Plaque
e V 
0 0 2
2006-
2008
Australian Technology Park www.atp.com.au/About/
Heritage---History 
e V 
0 0 3
1996 Australian Technology Park Site Plaque
e V 
0 0 4
1996 Australian Technology Park Site Plaque
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e V 
0 0 5
1996 Australian Technology Park Site Plaque
e V 
0 0 6
c. 2008 Mitchell way Australian 
Technology Park
foreST lodge
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
f l 
0 0 1
1902-
1908
Chapman Stairs, Trachite steps 
and sandstone walls. Links 
Parramatta Rd and Arundel St. 
Refurbished 2001.Poss named 
for Alderman Michael Chapman 
lived & died in Forest Lodge.
Leichhardt Council LEP. 
DPWS Heritahe Design 
Services, Stonework 
makesafe Record and 
Repair recommendations 
- Chapman Steps, 
June 2000.
f l 
0 0 2
Links Alfred Road to 
Minogue Crescent.
f l 
0 0 3
Links Minogue Cresent to 
Lewis Hoad Reserve.
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glebe
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
g e n e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s 
Joan lawrence and Catherine Warne, Pictorial Memories: Balmain to Glebe, Atrand Books, 1985.
Max Solling and Peter Reynolds, Leichhardt: On the Margins of the City, Allen & Unwin, 1997.
City Plan Services, Glebe Foreshore Walk, Statement of Environmental Effects,March 2004.
Archaeology and Heritage Pty Ltd, City of Sydney Council, Statement of Heritage 
Impact for Seawall of the Glebe Foreshore Project Stage 1, March 2004.
City of Sydney, Reclaiming the Glebe Foreshore, 2004.
Architectural Projects Pty Ltd for City of Sydney, Draft Glebe Conservation Area Study Report, 2005.
City of Sydney, Reclaiming Public Foreshore, July 2005.
g l 
0 0 1
2006 Connects Glebe Foreshore 
walk to the water
Anton James Design 
Pty ltd and Mather & 
Associates Landscape 
Architects. Glebe 
Foreshore West stage 
2. Drawing W07.
g l 
0 0 2
2006 Within the pathway of 
Glebe foreshore walk
g l 
0 0 3
2006 Connects Glebe Foreshore 
walk to the water
Anton James Design 
Pty ltd and Mather & 
Associates Landscape 
Architects. Glebe 
Foreshore West stage 
2. Drawing W09.
g l 
0 0 4
2006 Connects Glebe Foreshore 
walk to a small beach 
Anton James Design 
Pty ltd and Mather & 
Associates Landscape 
Architects. Glebe 
Foreshore West stage 
2. Drawing W10.
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g l 
0 0 5
2006 Connects Glebe Foreshore 
walk to the water
g l 
0 0 6
2006 Connects Glebe Foreshore 
walk to the water
g l 
0 0 7
Within the pathway of 
Glebe foreshore walk
g l 
0 0 8
Within the pathway of 
Glebe foreshore walk
g l 
0 0 9
2006 Within the pathway of 
Glebe foreshore walk
g l 
0 1 0
Within the pathway of 
Glebe foreshore walk
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g l 
0 1 1
2006 Within the pathway of 
Glebe foreshore walk
g l 
0 1 2
2006 Within the pathway of 
Glebe foreshore walk
Anton James Design 
Pty ltd and Mather & 
Associates Landscape 
Architects. Glebe 
Foreshore West stage 
2. Drawing W13.
g l 
0 1 3
A previous stairway that connected 
to the water, partially built 
over in the 2006 development 
of the foreshore walk
g l 
0 1 4
2006 Within the pathway of 
Glebe foreshore walk
Anton James Design 
Pty ltd and Mather & 
Associates Landscape 
Architects. Glebe 
Foreshore West stage 
2. Drawing W13.
g l 
0 1 5
2006 Within the pathway of 
Glebe foreshore walk
g l 
0 1 6
2006 Connects Glebe Foreshore 
walk to the water
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g l 
0 1 7
2006 Connects Oxley street to 
the foreshore walk
g l 
0 1 8
2006 Within the pathway of 
Glebe foreshore walk
g l 
0 1 9
2006 Connects Forsyth Street 
to the foreshore walk
g l 
0 2 0
Connects Eglinton Road 
with Jubilee Park
g l 
0 2 1
Connects Leichhardt St to Stewart St.
g l 
0 2 2
Connects Eglinton Road 
and Eglinton Lane
400
APPendix ii
g l 
0 2 3
Rock Lane connects Boyce 
Lane and Boyce Street
g l 
0 2 4
Connects Avon Street 
and Lombard Street
g l 
0 2 5
Allum st
g l 
0 2 6
Bayview St
g l 
0 2 7
1950 Ernest Pedersen Steps connects 
Burton Street and Avon Street. The 
steps were refurbished with new 
planting and signage in 2006.
Original Drawings 
E3-416/1 & 416/2
g l 
0 2 8
Stairs in a tunnel under the 
light rail line line Bridge 
Lane and Railway street
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g l 
0 2 9
Connect Railway Street 
with Dargan Street
CoS Harold Casenaux 
photograh.
g l 
0 3 0
Connect Darling Street 
with Cardigan Street
g l 
0 3 1
Lyndhurst street steps connect 
Bellvue Lane and Bellvue Street
g l 
0 3 2
Connects Hegarty street 
and John Lane
g l 
0 3 3
1902 - 
1908
Connects Parramatta Road and 
Arundel Street. Upgraded 2008
g l 
0 3 4
1902 - 
1908
Connects Parramatta Road 
and Arundel street. Repairs 
carried out 2007
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g l 
0 3 5
1902 - 
1908
Connects Parramatta Road 
and Arundel street. Repairs 
carried out 2007
HAyMArKeT
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
H y 
0 0 1
On George Street at the corners of 
Rawson Place and Barlow Street
H y 
0 0 2
At the corner of Hay Street 
and Parker Street
H y 
0 0 3
Near the corner of Hay 
Street and Darling Drive
H y 
0 0 4
1988 Links the pedestrian area of Hay 
street near the entertainment 
centre with Ultimo.
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MillerS PoinT
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
g e n e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Shirley Fitzgerald and Christopher Keating, Millers Point: The Urban Village, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1991.
Shirley Fitzgerald, Sydney 1842-1992, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1992.
Grace Karskens, The Rocks: Life in Early Sydney, Melbourne University Press, 1997.
Paul Davies Pty Ltd, Millers Point and Walsh Bay Heritage review, for City of Sydney Council, 2007.
Sydney Local Environment Plan 2011, Schedule 5 Environmental Heritage, City of Sydney, 2011.
M P 
0 0 1
1869 1885 
1892
Agar Steps connect Kent St and 
Upper Fort St. Originally Agar 
Street after Thomas Agars, 
merchant and city councillor who 
settled in NSW 1829. Site in the 
Film “Playing Beattie Bow”
SHI 2426285, CoS 
Contract 65/2076. Dwg 
E3-3. CoS Register of 
Significant Trees 11.05.05. 
MPAHD. PoC 20.10.1891.
M P 
0 0 2
Connected Argyle Street and 
Watson Street.Demolished c. 1866.
CoS Plan E1-122/1. 
Painting by Frederick 
Charles Terry 1850.
Mitchell Library. 
Reproduced in Susanna 
De Vries Historic 
Sydney The Founding 
of AustraliaI 1983.
M P 
0 0 3
1910 Bettington Street Steps connect 
Munn Street with Bettington Street
CoS G2-46/1. SHI Number 
2426261 Survey Drawing 
1921. MPAHD, Paul 
Davies Pty Ltd 2007
M P 
0 0 4
c1981 Munn Street Reserve
M P 
0 0 5
c1981 Munn Street Reserve
404
APPendix ii
M P 
0 0 6
c1981 Munn Street Reserve
M P 
0 0 7
c1981 Munn Street Reserve
M P 
0 0 8
c1981 Munn Street Reserve
M P 
0 0 9
1932 Bridge Stairs link Watson Road 
and the Bradfield Highway 
with Cumberland street
CoS Survey Plan S4-107/6, 
1935. SRNSW Image 
series 12685_a007_
a00704_8724000---. 
M P 
0 1 0
Argyle lane
M P 
0 1 1
Argyle lane
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M P 
0 1 2
1908 - 
1915
Connecting Lance lane to High Street SHI 2426290. MPAHD, 
Paul Davies Pty Ltd 2007
M P 
0 1 3
1908 - 
1915
Connecting Lance lane to High Street SHI 2426290. MPAHD, 
Paul Davies Pty Ltd 2007
M P 
0 1 4
Connect Dalgety Road 
and Dalgety Terrace
CoS G2-46/1. Road 
widening Survey 
S3-A47/1 1908
M P 
0 1 5
2006 Connect Dalgety Road 
and Towns Place
Site Plaque
M P 
0 1 6
2006 Connect Dalgety Road 
and Towns Place
Site Plaque
M P 
0 1 7
1911-1912 Connected Hickson Road with 
High Street. Steel upper fiights 
now removed, lower fiight 
partially bricked up. Possibly 
modified circa 1960.
CoS G2-46/1. SHI Number 
2426278 Survey Plan 
G2-51 1921. MPAHD, 
Paul Davies Pty Ltd 2007
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M P 
0 1 8
Within Pocket park at the 
top of High Steps
M P 
0 1 9
1911-1912 High Stairs connects Hickson 
Road with High Street
CoS G2-46/1. SHI Number 
2426284. Survey Plan 
1921 G2-55. MPAHD, 
Paul Davies Pty Ltd 2007
M P 
0 2 0
2004 Steps within the plaza of 36 The 
Bond linking to Hickson Road
M P 
0 2 1
2004 Constructed as part of the 
30 The Bond Development 
these stairs connect Hickson 
Road with Jenkins Street
M P 
0 2 2
2000 Steps within the footpath collecting 
Jenkins Street to Gas Lane were 
constructed by the developers of 161 
kent St. Stamford Property Services.
City of Sydney DA 
Number D/2000/22
M P 
0 2 3
Jenkins Street Park
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M P 
0 2 4
Jenkins Street Park
M P 
0 2 5
Jenkins Street Park
M P 
0 2 6
Jenkins Street Park
M P 
0 2 7
Jenkins Street Park
M P 
0 2 8
Connecting Hickson Road 
to Jenkins Street
HHT Images 2212-
2217a, DP69 2212-2217, 
DP70 2212-2217, DP71 
2212-2217. CoS Survey 
Plan S5-183/4 1925. 
M P 
0 2 9
1955 Observatory Hill Footbridge 
stair connects Upper Fort 
Street to Observatory Hill
SHI 2426275. MPAHD, 
Paul Davies Pty Ltd 2007.
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M P 
0 3 0
1863-
1866
Stair connects Argyle St.and Watson 
Rd. Plaque to John Sutton mayor 
1866. Iron railing 1869. Concrete 
repairs to stair treads c.1960. Site 
in the Film “Playing Beattie Bow”
CoS letters 1901/998, 
2936/00. SHI Number 
2426282. Original 
Drawing E1-122/1 E3-
333/1. MPAHD, Paul 
Davies 2007. Dove’s 
Directory 1880.
M P 
0 3 1
1911 - 
1914
Windmill Steps connecting Hickson 
Rd to Windmill St. Named for the 
windmill that was at one time located 
near here. Treads to steps at lower 
end replaced 1920. Refurbished 2011.
CoS plan G2-46/1. 
SHI Number 2426268.
Surveyors plan 1921 
G2-52. MPAHD, Paul 
Davies Pty Ltd 2007
M P 
0 3 2
Steps to Windmill St 
from Hickson Rd
M P 
0 3 3
Hickson Street wharf stair
M P 
0 3 4
Stair within windmill street
M P 
0 3 5
Bradfiels Highway to 
Observatory Hill
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M P 
0 3 6
C1981 Clyde Reserve
M P 
0 3 7
Pedestrian underpass from Kent 
Street below bradfiels Highway.
Moore PArK
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
There were no publicly accessible stairs found within the boundary of Moore Park.
newTown
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
n T 
0 0 1
c2008 Concrete steps from the 
corner of Wilson and Fitzroy 
streets into Hollis Park
n T 
0 0 2
c2008 Concrete and brick steps from 
Wilson street into Hollis Park
n T 
0 0 3
c2008 Concrete and brick steps from 
Wilson street into Hollis Park
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n T 
0 0 4
Steps into a small park and up 
to the footpath at the corner of 
Copeland Ave and Burren Street
n T 
0 0 5
Brick and sandstone steps into Jack 
Haynes reserve at the corner of 
Wilson Street and Brocks Lane
PAddingTon
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
P A 
0 0 1
C. 1930 Oxford Street to Walter 
Read Reserve.
Sinclair 
Knight,Conservation 
Plan1993, Conybeare 
Morrison & Pns, 
Feasibility Study 
v1 2001, Tanner 
Architects, Conservation 
Management Plan,2006
P A 
0 0 2
2006-
2008
Within Paddington Resevoir. 
Designed by Tonkin Zulaikha 
Greer architects with JMD 
Design Landscape architects.
Sinclair 
Knight,Conservation 
Plan1993, Conybeare 
Morrison & Pns, 
Feasibility Study 
v1 2001, Tanner 
Architects, Conservation 
Management Plan,2006
P A 
0 0 3
2006-
2008
Oxford Street to Paddington 
Resevoir. Designed by Tonkin 
Zulaikha Greer architects with JMD 
Design Landscape architects.
Sinclair Knight, 
Conservation Plan1993, 
Conybeare Morrison 
& Pns, Feasibility 
Study v1 2001, Tanner 
Architects, Conservation 
Management Plan,2006
P A 
0 0 4
Paddington Reservoir to Renny Lane
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P A 
0 0 5
Paddington Reservoir to Renny Lane
P A 
0 0 6
Paddington Reservoir to Renny Lane
PoTTS PoinT
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
g e n e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Isadore Brodsky, Sydney’s little World of Woolloomooloo, old Sydney Free Press, 1966.
Freda MacDonnell, Before Kings Cross, Thomas Nelson Ltd. 1967.
Avryl Whitnall, Villas of Dar;inghurst, State Library of NSW, 2002
P P 
0 0 1
Connects Grantham Lane 
and St Neot Ave
P P 
0 0 2
1869 Butler Stairs connect Brougham 
Street with Victoria Street. They were 
named for Edward Butler Q.C., an 
Irishman who lived in Princes Road, 
Upper Victoria Street near the Stairs.
CoS 65/618, 5141/67, 
3614/29, 156/77, 
953/63, 1934/51, 
5381/66, 1900/3834, 
E3-7. Slater, 2005,144. 
NSCA-ITM-85829. 
Picturesque Atlas of 
Australasia, 1886, 84,85. 
P P 
0 0 3
1882 Horden Stairs connect Broughan 
Street with Horden Place
ANG Watercolour Julian 
Ashton c.1885. CoS 
3336/77, 2442/73. Sth Syd 
Council LEP Schedule 
2 1998/2002. Original 
Drawing E3-8/1 /2 /3 /4
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P P 
0 0 4
1904 McElhone Stairs links Brougham 
St. & Victoria St. Name change1918. 
Film Two Hands, books Archimedies 
and the Seagle, Five Bells, The 
trout Opera, Aunts up the Cross.
See Chapter 4. NAA 
Image A432, 1963/2272. 
CoS 1904/1011, 
3114/18,3309/18, CRS 
119/11/68. NSCA-
ITM_42160. Original 
drawing G1-24/1. 
G1-24/4, G2-90.
P P 
0 0 5
1894 Demolished 1940 due to dangerous 
condition. Lane regraded. Connected 
Hourigan Lane and Brougham Street
CoS Dwg E3-234/1. 
PyrMonT
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
g e n e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Shirley Fitzgerald & Hilary Golder, Pyrmont & Ultimo Under Siege, Sydney, Hale & Iremonger, 1994. 
Margaret Park, Doors Were Always Open, City West development Corporation, 1997.
City Plan Heritage and 3-D Projects, Jacksons Landing Site Interpretation 
Strategy, for Lend Lease Development, August 2003.
Lend lease Development, Jacksons Landing Master Plan with Amendments,October 2003
Hassell Pty Ltd, Draft Pyrmont Infrastructure Review, 14 April 2005 for City of Sydney.
City of Sydney, Local Action Plan City West The Villages of Pyrmont and Ultimo, 2007.
P y 
0 0 1
2005 Tablet House Steps connect Refinery 
Drive and Refinery Square
P y 
0 0 2
2005 Connect Refinery Drive 
and Cadi Park
P y 
0 0 3
2005 Steps within refinery square
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P y 
0 0 4
2005 Steps within refinery square
P y 
0 0 5
2005 Steps within refinery square
P y 
0 0 6
2005 Steps within refinery square
P y 
0 0 7
2005 Steps within refinery square
P y 
0 0 8
2005 Connecting Cowne Street 
and Bowman Street
P y 
0 0 9
Mount street Walk
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P y 
0 1 0
Mount Street walk
P y 
0 1 1
2005 Bowman Street
P y 
0 1 2
1904 Connected Fig Street with 
Jones street. Demolished for 
the Western Distributor
Image CoS NSCA CRS 
268 (1970). Contract 
1904/053. Survey plan 
S1-291/5, S4-31/2. CoS 
1556/04, 4480/46, 2464/71.
P y 
0 1 3
1885 Now demolished, were constructed 
in 1885 and replaced an earlier 
set of stairs in the same location 
connecting Point street with 
the Corporation Baths.
Image CoS CRS 34 
1358/29 Original Contract 
65/1785. Original 
Drawing E3-87/1 and 
87/2. 1910 Cos Survey 
S4-61/1, 1919 S4-61/2.
P y 
0 1 4
1887 Connecting two parts of Mount 
Street between John Street and Miller 
street. Various rebuilding od stair in 
timber and steel. Site of an indecent 
assault on a young girl in 1923.
CoS NSCA-ITM-86770, 
Original Contract 65/1900. 
Replaced contracts 
1899/19, 65/1900. CoS 
letters 1670/18, dwgs E3-
193, E3-195/1, /2, /4. HHT 
Images TB 25119-38_137-
38, 119-38_137-38a.
P y 
0 1 5
Bowman street and 
Pyrmont street Corner 
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P y 
0 1 6
Bowman street and 
Bayview street corner
P y 
0 1 7
Connects Pirrama Road 
(east) with Point Street
P y 
0 1 8
Giba Park
P y 
0 1 9
Giba Park
P y 
0 2 0
Giba Park
P y 
0 2 1
Giba Park
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P y 
0 2 2
Giba Park
P y 
0 2 3
Giba Park
P y 
0 2 4
Giba Park
P y 
0 2 5
Giba Park
P y 
0 2 6
Gipps Street Park
P y 
0 2 7
Gipps Street Park
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P y 
0 2 8
Gipps Street
P y 
0 2 9
Union Square
P y 
0 3 0
Harris Street
P y 
0 3 1
Harris street
P y 
0 3 2
Harris street Basketball court
P y 
0 3 3
Harris street to Mount Street
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P y 
0 3 4
Harvey st to John St square
P y 
0 3 5
Harvey st to John St square
P y 
0 3 6
John Street Square
P y 
0 3 7
John Street Square
P y 
0 3 8
John Street Square
P y 
0 3 9
John Street Square
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P y 
0 4 0
John Street Square
P y 
0 4 1
Johnstons Bay Foreshore
P y 
0 4 2
Johnstons Bay foreshore 
to Bowman Street
P y 
0 4 3
2007 Bowman Street
P y 
0 4 4
2007 Bowman Street Reserve
P y 
0 4 5
2007 Bowman Street Reserve
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P y 
0 4 6
2007 Bowman Street Reserve
P y 
0 4 7
2007 Bowman Street Reserve
P y 
0 4 8
2007 Bowman Street Reserve
P y 
0 4 9
2007 Bowman Street Reserve
P y 
0 5 0
c1954 James Watkinson Reserve
P y 
0 5 1
James Watkinson Reserve
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P y 
0 5 2
James Watkinson Reserve
P y 
0 5 3
James Watkinson Reserve
P y 
0 5 4
James Watkinson Reserve
P y 
0 5 5
Connects Pirrama Road 
(west) with Giba Park
P y 
0 5 6
2008 Connects Pirrama Road (west) 
with Giba Park. Designed 
Hill Thallis architects.
P y 
0 5 7
2010 Within Pirrama Park
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P y 
0 5 9
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 6 0
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 6 1
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 6 2
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 6 3
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 6 4
2010 Within Pirrama Park
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P y 
0 6 5
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 6 6
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 6 7
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 6 8
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 6 9
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 7 0
2010 Within Pirrama Park
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P y 
0 7 1
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 7 2
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 7 3
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 74
2010 Within Pirrama Park
P y 
0 7 5
2010 Within Pirrama Park
redfern
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
r e 
0 0 1
Moore Park Footbridge Stair
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r e 
0 0 2
Regent Street
r e 
0 0 3
Redfern Community Centre Park
r e 
0 0 4
Redfern Community Centre Park
r e 
0 0 5
Redfern Community Centre Park
roSebery
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
r o 
0 0 1
Connects Bannerman Crescent 
Reserve to Bannerman Crescent
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ruSHCuTTerS bAy
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
r b 
0 0 1
1883 Connects Holdsworth Avenue 
with Rushcutters Bay Park
Council Plans E1-423/1 
& /2, E3-230/1, S5-92. 
Roselyn Estate Plan 
CoS S7B-47/1 1909.
ST PeTerS
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
There were no publicly accessible stairs found within the boundary of St. Peters.
Surry HillS
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
g e n e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Christopher Keating, Surry Hills: The City’s Backyard, Sydney, Hale & Iremonger, 1991.
S H 
0 0 1
1919 Connected Parkham Street 
with Parkam Lane
Notice of resumption 
of land 1919, CoS 
Minute papers 153/19. 
S H 
0 0 2
1886 O’Heares stairs link Albion St 
with Hills Reserve. Named For 
baker, James O’Hear. Naming 
PoC, 21.5.1888, pg18, proposed by 
Ald. Withers. Refurbished 2005.
Cos image SRC 11270. 
Original Dwg CoS 
E3-302/1, Spec., 1886, 
65/1813. CoS Works 
Committee Dwg 
30/06/1925.Study 
2002, John Outram 
Cos E3-390/33.
S H 
0 0 3
2005 Connects Frog Hollow 
Reserve up to Riley Street
http://www.cityofsydney.
nsw.gov.au/AboutSydney/
HistoryAndArchives/
SydneyHistory/
ParksHistory/
FrogHollowReserve.asp
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S H 
0 0 4
1885 Withers stairs (demolished 
between 1938 and 1950) connected 
Riley Street and Little Albion 
Street. Probably named after 
Alderman George Withers.
Image from CoS archives, 
NSCA CRS 538 244. 
Specification for contract 
5/85, 1885. CoS 65/1754.
Original Drawing E3-
1. Works Committee 
Dwg 30/06/1925.
S H 
0 0 5
Evans Lane stairs (now 
demolished) appeared on a plan 
of 1886 in conjunction with the 
construction of O’Hear’s stairs.
CoS E3-302/1
S H 
0 0 6
1884 Stairs within the footpath of 
Ann Street (now demolished) 
were located back from the 
corner with Riley Street. 
Original Drawing. E3-83/1
S H 
0 0 7
Within the footpath at the corner 
of Ann street and Riley Street
Image from CoS archive 
NSCA CRS 512 692.
S H 
0 0 8
1907 Within the footpath at the corner 
of Ann street and Riley Street
Council correspondence 
133/07
S H 
0 0 9
Prince Alfred Park
S H 
0 1 0
2009 Concrete stair curving around 
the corner of Randle Street 
into Chalmers Street.
Possible previous version 
from 1965. E3-390/4.
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S H 
0 1 1
1989 280 Elizabeth Street. Owned 
by investa properties
S H 
0 1 2
1989 280 Elizabeth Street. Owned 
by investa properties
S H 
0 1 3
1989 280 Elizabeth Street. Owned 
by investa properties
S H 
0 1 4
1989 280 Elizabeth Street. Owned 
by investa properties
S H 
0 1 5
1989 280 Elizabeth Street. Owned 
by investa properties
S H 
0 1 6
1989 280 Elizabeth Street. Owned 
by investa properties
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S H 
0 1 7
1989 280 Elizabeth Street. Owned 
by investa properties
S H 
0 1 8
1989 280 Elizabeth Street. Owned 
by investa properties
Sydney
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
g e n e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Shirley Fitzgerald, Sydney 1842-1992, Hale I& Iremonger, Sydney, 1992.
Sydney Local Environment Plan 2011, Schedule 5 Environmental Heritage, City of Sydney, 2011.
S y 
0 0 1
Stair within the footpath, 
curved around the corner to 
join Harbour street and Dixon 
street. Now demolished. 
CoS E1a-143/1, 1912.
S y 
0 0 2
Pirrama Road Darling Harbour 
S y 
0 0 3
Pyrmont Bay Jetty
S y 
0 0 4
Pyrmont Bay
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S y 
0 0 5
Darling Harbour west to Pyrmont
S y 
0 0 6
Darling Harbour west near 
Maritime Museum
S y 
0 0 7
Darling Harbour west near 
Maritime Museum
S y 
0 0 8
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 0 9
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 1 0
Darling Harbour
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S y 
0 1 1
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 1 2
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 1 3
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 1 4
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 1 5
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 1 6
Darling Harbour
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S y 
0 1 7
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 1 8
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 1 9
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 2 0
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 2 1
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 2 2
Darling Harbour
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S y 
0 2 3
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 2 4
Darling Harbour to Bathurst Street
S y 
0 2 5
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 2 6
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 2 7
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 2 8
Darling Harbour
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S y 
0 2 9
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 3 0
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 3 1
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 3 2
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 3 3
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 3 4
Darling Harbour
Social climbing: THe ArCHiTeCTurAl, CulTurAl And HeriTAge SignifiCAnCe of Sydney’S PubliC STAirwAyS | 435
APPendix ii
S y 
0 3 5
Darling Harbour
S y 
0 3 6
Darling Harbour east
S y 
0 3 7
Darling Harbour east
S y 
0 3 8
Darling Harbour east
S y 
0 3 9
Darling Harbour east
S y 
0 4 0
Darling Harbour east
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S y 
0 4 1
Darling Harbour east to 
pyrmont Bridge
S y 
0 4 2
Darling Harbour to Druitt Street
S y 
0 4 3
Darling Harbour to Sussex Street
S y 
0 4 4
1975 Sydney Square
S y 
0 4 5
1975 Sydney Square
S y 
0 4 6
1975 Sydney Square to kent Street 
designed as part of the Sydney 
Square project by Anchor 
Mortlock and Woolley Pty Ltd.
CoS P651-4
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S y 
0 4 7
1975 Sydney Square to kent Street 
designed as part of the Sydney 
Square project by Anchor 
Mortlock and Woolley Pty Ltd.
CoS P651-4
S y 
0 4 8
Clarence Street
S y 
0 4 9
Druitt Place
S y 
0 5 0
1999 Douglass Lane Stair connects 
Sussex Street and Douglass 
Street. It was designed by Stanasic 
Turner Architects with Peter 
McGregor and D. M. Taylor
Mossop, 2006, 60-61. 
Mossop and Walton, 
2001, 126-127.
S y 
0 5 1
This complex of concrete stairs 
form the north end of Day Street
S y 
0 5 2
This concrete staiway links north 
end of Day street to an exit road 
from the western distributor
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S y 
0 5 3
This brick stairway joins an exit road 
from the western distributor with 
a footbridge to Darling harbour
S y 
0 5 4
C. 1899 Bathurst street Wharf stairs, 
now demolished.
CoS E3-24
S y 
0 5 5
Bathurst Street to Darling Harbour
S y 
0 5 6
Slip street to below 
western distributor
S y 
0 5 7
Connects King Street Footbridge 
with King Street Wharf
Architect Tony Coro
S y 
0 5 8
Connects King Street Footbridge 
with King Street Wharf
S y 
0 5 9
Connects Lime street and 
King Street Wharf
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S y 
0 6 0
Connects King Street 
Wharf and Lime street
S y 
0 6 1
Connects King Street 
Wharf and Lime street
S y 
0 6 2
Connects King Street 
Wharf and Lime street
S y 
0 6 3
Connects King Street 
Wharf and Lime street
S y 
0 6 4
Connects King Street 
Wharf and Lime street
S y 
0 6 5
Connects King Street 
Wharf and Lime street
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S y 
0 6 6
Lime Street Ferry Wharf
S y 
0 6 7
Corn Exchange public space
S y 
0 6 8
From Sussex Street to the rear 
of the Corn Exchange
S y 
0 6 9
Connects Darling Park with 
Pyrmont Bridge footbridge
S y 
0 7 0
Connects Sussex Street 
with Darling Park
S y 
0 7 1
1879 Connected Margaret street 
with the water of Darling 
Harbour. Now demolished.
Original Drawings 
E3-254/3 Wharf, Jetty 
& Steps 1880, E3-254/2 
Watermans Steps 1885.
S y 
0 7 2
Market Street
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S y 
0 7 3
Connected Kent street to Clarence 
Lane, now demolished.
Doves Directory 1880, 
CoS Survey 1920, S5-
211/2. Images Demolition 
Books 1900-1949. NSCA 
CRS 51/2895 & 2897. 
1865 Trig Sections 
61,65,66 Pt 60,64 and 81.
S y 
0 74
2000 363 George Street public 
thoroughfare to York Street. 
Designed by architects 
Denton Corker Marshall.
S y 
0 7 5
MLC Plaza
S y 
0 7 6
MLC Plaza
S y 
0 7 7
MLC Plaza
S y 
0 7 8
MLC Plaza
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S y 
0 7 9
Martin place
S y 
0 8 0
Martin Place
S y 
0 8 1
Martin Place
S y 
0 8 2
Martin Place
S y 
0 8 3
Martin Place
S y 
0 8 4
Martin Place
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S y 
0 8 5
Martin Place
S y 
0 8 6
GPO Forestair
S y 
0 8 7
Angel Place
S y 
0 8 8
Erskine Street
S y 
0 8 9
C.  1977 Regimental Square
S y 
0 9 0
C.  1977 Regimental Square
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S y 
0 9 1
Connects Wynyard Street 
with Wynyard Park
S y 
0 9 2
Connects Carrington Street 
with Wynyard Park
S y 
0 9 3
C.  1933 Connects Carrington Street 
with Wynyard Park
S y 
0 9 4
C. 1933 Connects Carrington Street 
with Wynyard Park
S y 
0 9 5
1921 Napoleon steps are a set of tiled 
concrete steps that connect Sussex 
St and Napoleon St. Refurbished 
in conjunction with the Westpac 
Plaza development 2004 -6
CoS plan G2-64 
(1921), 1659/20, Cos 
image 017/017098.
S y 
0 9 6
1988 Steps from George street 
to Australia Square
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S y 
0 9 7
1988 Steps from George street 
to Australia Square
S y 
0 9 8
1988 Steps from George street 
to Australia Square
S y 
0 9 9
Steps in Bond Street
S y 
1 0 0
Steps in Bond Street to 
Australia Square
S y 
1 0 1
Steps in Bond Street to 
Australia Square
S y 
1 0 2
Steps on corner of Bond 
and Pitt Streets
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S y 
1 0 3
Curtin Place to Australia Square
S y 
1 0 4
Curtin Place to Australia Square
S y 
1 0 5
Curtin Place to Australia Square
S y 
1 0 6
Chifley Square
S y 
1 0 7
Chifley Square
S y 
1 0 8
Richard Johnson Square
S y 
1 0 9
C.  1883 Stair linking Goldsborogh Lane to 
phillip Street. Lane and stairway 
probably demolished in conjunction 
with construction of AMP building.
Cos G1-85/1 (1883), 
S5-574/31
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S y 
1 1 0
Museum of Sydney
S y 
1 1 1
1995 Museum of Sydney designed by 
architects Denton Corker Marshall
S y 
1 1 2
Conservatorium of Music
S y 
1 1 3
Stairs at the junction of Phillip 
street and Alfred street east side. 
S y 
1 1 4
Stairs at the junction of Phillip 
street and Alfred street west side. 
Possible predecessor 
plan 1853. Specifications 
for additions 1868 CoS 
65/250 includes drawings 
in the spec. E1-138/2.
S y 
1 1 5
1868 See chapter 5. Moore Steps connect 
east Circular Quay to macquarie 
Street. Aust Heritage Place ID 
2359. Long dispute over land 
ownership. Two early designs.
CoS 021/021121-3, NSCA 
CRS 904/1229, NSCA-
ITM-84934, E3-51/1, 
E3-51/2, G1-110/149, 
G2-14/4, 65/428, 65/517, 
3967/00, 4790/32, 7206/64, 
2496/73, 1377/70. 
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S y 
1 1 6
Connects Cahill walk with 
Macquarie street
S y 
1 1 7
Princes stair (now demolished) 
connected Circular Quay 
with the water
Dove’s Directory 
1880. E1-138/2.
S y 
1 1 8
Opera House Forecourt
S y 
1 1 9
Circular Quay east
S y 
1 2 0
Tarpeian Way steps connects 
the Opera House Forecourt 
to Tarpeian Way
Cos Sheet P. G1-
110/149, G2-14/4.
S y 
1 2 1
C.  1817 Man O’War Steps. See chapter 6 in the body 
of the thesis.Cos Sheet 
P. G1-110/149, G2-14/4.
S y 
1 2 2
Within the Botanic Gardens
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S y 
1 2 3
Within the Botanic Gardens
S y 
1 2 4
Within the Botanic Gardens
S y 
1 2 5
Within the Botanic Gardens
S y 
1 2 6
1879 Within the Botanic Gardens 
this sandstone stair is a remanat 
of the building works of the 
landscaping projects associated 
with the Garden Palace for the 
International Exhibition of 1879. 
See Chapter 7. 
SLNSW, Gibbs Shallard 
& Co.Illustrated 
Sydney News, 1884. 
SLNSW GPO1-35163.
S y 
1 2 7
Within the Botanic Gardens SLNSW GPO1-31754 
S y 
1 2 8
Within the Botanic Gardens
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S y 
1 2 9
Art gallery Road to The Domain
S y 
1 3 0
Art gallery Road to Botanic Gardens
S y 
1 3 1
Art Gallery Road
S y 
1 3 2
Art Gallery Road
S y 
1 3 3
1963 Concrete stair next to City Zone 
east Substation connecting Lincoln 
Crescent to Mrs Macquaries Drive.
S y 
1 3 4
Art Gallery Road
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S y 
1 3 5
Art Gallery Road
S y 
1 3 6
Art Gallery Road
S y 
1 3 7
Art Gallery Road
S y 
1 3 8
Art Gallery Road
S y 
1 3 9
Lincoln Crescent CoS Portion of 
Botanical Gardens 
and Domain Contours, 
1950, sheet 4 of 4.
S y 
1 4 0
Within the Domain
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S y 
1 4 1
Within the Domain
S y 
1 4 2
1908 Fleet steps, sandstone, linking 
Farm Cove to Mrs Macquareis 
Rd. Designed Government 
Architects Office under Walter 
Liberty Vernon for arrival Great 
White American Fleet.
See Chapter 7. 
PWD-PRNo. MISC 
67/257, 67/258.
S y 
1 4 3
Within The Domain
S y 
1 4 4
Within The Domain
S y 
1 4 5
Within The Domain
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S y 
1 4 6
Within The Domain
S y 
1 4 7
Within The Domain
S y 
1 4 8
Within The Domain
S y 
1 4 9
Sandstone rock-cut stairs within The 
Domain near Mrs Macquaries chair
SLNSW PXA 635/832-833
S y 
1 5 0
Sandstone rock-cut stairs within The 
Domain near Mrs Macquaries chair
S y 
1 5 1
Sandstone stairs within The Domain
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S y 
1 5 2
Sandstone stairs within The Domain
S y 
1 5 3
Sandstone stairs within The Domain
S y 
1 5 4
Connects The Domain 
with Lincoln Cresent
S y 
1 5 5
1997 The present design of Cook and 
Phillip Park dates from 1997.
Spackman and Mossop, 
Phillip and Cook 
Parks Draft Plan of 
Management,1996. 
Laurence Nield & 
Partners, Heritage 
Assessment: Phillip and 
Cook Parks, 1997.
S y 
1 5 6
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
S y 
1 5 7
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
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S y 
1 5 8
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
S y 
1 5 9
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
S y 
1 6 0
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
S y 
1 6 1
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
S y 
1 6 2
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
S y 
1 6 3
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
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S y 
1 6 4
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
S y 
1 6 5
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
S y 
1 6 6
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
S y 
1 6 7
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
S y 
1 6 8
1997 Cook and Phillip Park
S y 
1 6 9
St James Underpass
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S y 
1 7 0
St James Underpass
S y 
1 7 1
1951 College Street Subway. Site of 
obscene exposure 16th march 1955. 
Police and Justice museum image.
Cos E3-430/1, E3-430/2.
S y 
1 7 2
1951 College Street subway
S y 
1 7 3
Queens Square
S y 
1 74
Castlereagh Street and King Street
g e n e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s  f o r  H y d e  Pa r k
Council of the City of Sydney, Hyde Park Plan of Management and Masterplan , Council of the City of Sydney, 1989.
Clouston Associated, Hyde Park Plan of Management and Masterplan , City of Sydney, 2006.
S y 
1 7 5
Entry to the north section of 
Hyde Park from Park street.
CoS plan E3-91/5 
(1856), E3-91/1 (1917), 
E3-337/30 (1963)
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S y 
1 7 6
Entry to the south section of 
Hyde Park from Park Street.
CoS plan E3-337/30 (1963)
S y 
1 7 7
Entry to the north section of 
Hyde Park at the corner of 
Park and College streets.
S y 
1 7 8
Entry to the south section of 
Hyde Park at the corner of 
Park and College streets.
Images Cos NSCA CRS 
51, 51/229, 51/1812, 
51/1819, Cos 5610/28 
Includes letter from John 
Sulman 13/08/1928.
S y 
1 7 9
Entry to the south section of 
Hyde Park from College street.
Cos 5610/28 Includes 
letter from John 
Sulman 13/08/1928.
S y 
1 8 0
Entry to the south section of 
Hyde Park from College street.
CoS plan E3-91/2 
(1917), Cos 5610/28 
Includes letter from John 
Sulman 13/08/1928.
S y 
1 8 1
Entry to the south section of 
Hyde Park from the corner of 
Liverpool and College streets.
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S y 
1 8 2
Entry to the south section of Hyde 
Park from Liverpool street.
S y 
1 8 3
Entry to the south section of 
Hyde Park from the corner of 
Liverpool and Elizabeth streets.
S y 
1 8 4
Entry to the south section of 
Hyde Park from the corner of 
Liverpool and Elizabeth streets.
S y 
1 8 5
Entry to the south section of 
Hyde Park from the corner of 
Liverpool and Elizabeth streets.
S y 
1 8 6
Within the south section of 
Hyde Park between Elizabeth 
street and the war memorial.
S y 
1 8 7
Entry to the south section of 
Hyde Park from Elizabeth street 
opposite Bathurst street.
Cos plan E3-91/6 (1948)
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S y 
1 8 8
Entry to the south section of 
Hyde Park from Elizabeth street 
opposite Bathurst street.
Cos plan E3-91/6 (1948)
S y 
1 8 9
Entry to the south section of 
Hyde Park from Elizabeth street 
opposite Bathurst street.
Cos plan E3-91/6 (1948)
S y 
1 9 0
Entry to the south section of 
Hyde Park from the corner of 
Elizabeth and park streets.
S y 
1 9 1
Entry to the north section of Hyde 
Park from Elizabeth street.
S y 
1 9 2
Entry to the north section of Hyde 
Park from Elizabeth street.
S y 
1 9 3
Entry to the north section of Hyde 
Park from Elizabeth street.
Cos Plan E3-337/3 
(1910), E3-337/5 (1947)
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S y 
1 9 4
2006 Entry to the north section of 
Hyde Park from Elizabeth street 
opposite Market street.
Cos Plan E3-337/3 (1910), 
E3-337/4 (1946), E3-
337/6 (1947), E3-337/24 
(1962), Dwg LA22, 
Clouston & Assoc.
S y 
1 9 5
Entry to the north section of 
Hyde Park from Elizabeth street 
opposite Market street.
Cos Plan E3-337/3 
(1910), E3-337/8 (1948)
S y 
1 9 6
1918 Lyons Lane steps were demolished 
in 1926 and lane regraded.
Cos E1A-176/1 and 
E1A-176/2, E1-76/1.
THe roCKS
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
g e n e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Shirley Fitzgerald and Christopher Keating, Millers Point: The Urban Village, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1991.
Shirley Fitzgerald, Sydney 1842-1992, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1992.
Grace Karskens, The Rocks: Life in Early Sydney, Melbourne University Press, 1997.
Paul Davies Pty Ltd, Millers Point and Walsh Bay Heritage review, for City of Sydney Council, 2007.
Sydney Local Environment Plan 2011, Schedule 5 Environmental Heritage, City of Sydney, 2011.
T r 
0 0 1
1988 Stairs to Grosvenor Place 
from George Street.
T r 
0 0 2
1988 Stairs to Grosvenor place from the 
corner of George and Essex Streets.
T r 
0 0 3
1930 Essex Street Steps designed 
within the footpath by Peddle 
Thorpe and walker architcets.
CoS drawing E3-143/1.
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T r 
0 0 4
1930 Essex Street Steps designed 
within the footpath by Peddle 
Thorpe and walker architcets.
CoS drawing E3-143/1.
T r 
0 0 5
1930 Essex Street Steps designed 
within the footpath by Peddle 
Thorpe and walker architcets.
CoS drawing E3-143/1.
T r 
0 0 6
1930 Essex Street Steps designed 
within the footpath by Peddle 
Thorpe and walker architcets.
CoS drawing E3-143/1.
T r 
0 0 7
1930 Essex Street Steps designed 
within the footpath by Peddle 
Thorpe and walker architcets.
CoS drawing E3-143/1.
T r 
0 0 8
Essex Street Steps designed 
within the footpath 
T r 
0 0 9
Essex Street Steps designed 
within the footpath 
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T r 
0 1 0
Essex steps, now demolished, were 
at the west end of Essex Street under 
what is now the Bradfield Highway.
NGA 1925 etching 
by lionel Lindsay 
“Essex Steps”. 
T r 
0 1 1
Within the Private Road that is part 
of the Shangri La hotel development
T r 
0 1 2
Within the Private Road that is part 
of the Shangri La hotel development
T r 
0 1 3
Within the Private Road that is part 
of the Shangri La hotel development
T r 
0 1 4
Within the Private Road that is part 
of the Shangri La hotel development
T r 
0 1 5
Within the Private Road that is part 
of the Shangri La hotel development
464
APPendix ii
T r 
0 1 6
Gloucester Street Private Road 
to Cumberland Street
T r 
0 1 7
Harrington Street to Gloucester 
street Private Road
T r 
0 1 8
Gloucester street to Harrington Street
T r 
0 1 9
Gloucester street
T r 
0 2 0
Within Cumberland Street
T r 
0 2 1
Linking Cumberland Street 
to Gloucester street
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T r 
0 2 2
Within Harrington Street
T r 
0 2 3
Within Harrington Street
T r 
0 2 4
Within Harrington Street
T r 
0 2 5
Cumberland Place stairs 
connect Gloucester Street with 
Harrington Street. Also known 
as Susannah place steps.
Karsens: 1997, Plate 
4. Geeves: 1981, p120. 
SHFA Heritage Register. 
SLVIC Image no. 
b28081. SRNSW CGS 
448 [AC1154], [AC835], 
SLNSW GPO2-52629.
T r 
0 2 6
Cumberland Place stairs 
connect Gloucester Street with 
Harrington Street. Also known 
as Susannah place steps.
Karsens: 1997, Plate 
4. Geeves: 1981, p120. 
SHFA Heritage Register. 
SLVIC Image no. 
b28081. SRNSW CGS 
448 [AC1154], [AC835], 
SLNSW GPO2-52629.
T r 
0 2 7
1884 Connect Gloucester Street 
and Cambridge Street
Original contract.
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T r 
0 2 8
Connects Argyle street 
to Cambridge Street
T r 
0 2 9
1884 Playfair Stairs, now demolished, 
connected Cumberland Street 
to Gloucester Street. Probably 
named after Alderman Playfair.
Doves Directory 1880. 
Cos dwgs E3-305/1 
(1884), S3-141/2, G1-
57/10 (1905), Contract 
65/1715,1417/04, 56/80. 
SLVic. H42656, SRNSW 
CGS 4481 [AC 1086]. 
T r 
0 3 0
Argyle Stairs connects Argyle 
Street and Gloucester Walk.
Map Guide 1.RAIA. Syd.
City Council 2nd ed. ND. 
HHT Image, CoS survey 
plan S5-549/46 (1968).
T r 
0 3 1
Connect Gloucester Walk 
to Cumberland Street
T r 
0 3 2
1952 First Fleet Park Steps connect George 
Street North with First Fleet Park
CoS Image NSCA CRS 
66/2/50. CoS drawing 
E3-38/78 (1952), 
G3-37/64 (1953).
T r 
0 3 3
2012 West Circular Quay
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T r 
0 3 4
2012 West Circular Quay
T r 
0 3 5
Commissioners Steps connects 
Circular Quay west to the water
SLNSW Image 
28133 Australian 
Photographic Agency.
T r 
0 3 6
Harbour Masters Steps connects 
Circular Quay East to the water
T r 
0 3 7
Connect George street with Circular 
Quay West next to Cadmans Cottage. 
The lowest flight is cut from the rock.
T r 
0 3 8
Bethal Steps links George street 
and Circular Quay West
T r 
0 3 9
1802 - 
1870
Wharf House Steps connect Circular 
Quay West to Hickson Road
CoS dwgs Sheet section 83 
and Part section 86 (1920), 
S5-549/59 (1977). Council 
resolution re naming 
Gazetted no 84 22/07/1977.
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T r 
0 4 0
2007 At the Junction of Hickson 
Road and George Street North. 
Designed by terroir Architects.
www.terroir.com.au/
articles/projects/86-
88-george-street
T r 
0 4 1
Campbells Cove
T r 
0 4 2
Custom officers Stairs connects 
Hickson Road with Campbells Cove
T r 
0 4 3
1932 Bridge Stairs (east) Connect King 
George V Memorial Park with the 
Bradfield Highway (Now demolished)
CoS G2-113/1 (1935).
T r 
0 4 4
1986 Current stair linking Globe 
Street to Harrington Street 
built of brick c.1986 replaced 
previous steel and timber stair. 
Previous stair CoS G1-
13/51 (1928), G1-13/60 
(1939). Cos NSCA CRS 
48/5998, 6000, 6001 
(1967), NSCA CRS 
871/70 (c) 2 (1972), 
CRS 128/48 1986.
T r 
0 4 5
Globe street Steps
T r 
0 4 6
1979 Mission Stairs connect Nurses 
Walk to Harrington Street
Site plaque
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T r 
0 4 7
Pre 1865, 
1886
Harts Stairs, now demolished, 
linked Cambridge Street and 
Little Essex Street. Probably 
named after Alderman Hart. 
Also known as Little essex Street 
Steps and Brown Bear Lane.
Trig survey of 1865. Plan 
E1-172/1 1886. Naming 
PoC 19.9.188, pg3. See 
Also Little Essex street. 
Original drawing E3-
326/1. Image no.b28088 
State Library of Victoria
T r 
0 4 8
1886 Young stairs, now demolished 
originally linked Cambridge 
St to Gloucester St then by 
1837 York St North to King 
George V Memorial Park. 
CoS Image NSCA CRS 
66/2/50 (1938),CRS 
44/256. Naming PoC 
19.9.1888, pg3. , Plan 
E1-172/1& E3-326/1 
(1886), E1-366/3 (1937).
T r 
0 4 9
Mill lane stairs Connect Playfair 
Street to George Street
T r 
0 5 0
1874  
1996
The stairways of Foundation 
Park link Gloucester Walk
Catherine Kelman 
Statement of 
Environmental 
Efffects, Jan. 1996. 
T r 
0 5 1
1996 The stairways of Foundation 
Park link Gloucester Walk
T r 
0 5 2
1996 The stairways of Foundation 
Park link Gloucester Walk
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T r 
0 5 3
1996 The stairways of Foundation 
Park link Gloucester Walk
T r 
0 5 4
1874  
1996
The stairways of Foundation 
Park link Gloucester Walk
ulTiMo
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
g e n e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Shirley Fitzgerald & Hilary Golder, Pyrmont & Ultimo Under Siege, Sydney, Hale & Iremonger, 1994. 
Margaret Park, Doors Were Always Open, City West development Corporation, 1997.
City of Sydney, Local Action Plan City West The Villages of Pyrmont and Ultimo, 2007.
u l 
0 0 1
George Street entry to the 
underpass that leads to the 
Ultimo Pedestrian Link.
u l 
0 0 2
Exit from the underpass to the 
Ultimo pedestrian link.
u l 
0 0 3
Connect Ultimo Road with the 
Ultimo Pedestrian Network
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u l 
0 0 4
Wattle Street Footbridge
u l 
0 0 5
2004 Concrete stair from Blackwattle 
Lane into Quadrant development 
possibly on the alignment of the 
now demolished Owen Street. 
Developer Australand.
Site Plaques
u l 
0 0 6
1991 Mary Anne Park was created 
in 1991 on what was formerly 
part of the gardens of Ultimo 
House on John Harris’ estate.
Site Plaques
u l 
0 0 7
1991 From Jones Street into 
Mary Anne Park.
u l 
0 0 8
Macarthur Street and 
Corner of Bulwara Rd
u l 
0 0 9
Jones street and Quarry Lane
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u l 
0 1 0
Jones Street and Quarry street
u l 
0 1 1
1996 Fig Lane Park Some built elements 
and sculptures in the 
park were made from 
the dismantled Pyrmont 
Bridge. Sandstone was 
originally quarried on 
Pyrmont Peninsula.
u l 
0 1 2
1996 Fig Lane Park
u l 
0 1 3
1996 Fig Lane Park
u l 
0 1 4
1996 Fig Lane Park
u l 
0 1 5
1996 Fig Lane Park
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wATerloo
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
wA 
0 0 1
c.  2001 Connects Potter Street to Crown 
Park on the site of the Crown 
Corning glass works purchased by 
Meritaon Developments in 2001.
Property News, 
issue 4 2008
wA 
0 0 2
c.  2001 Connects Potter Street 
to Crystal Park
wA 
0 0 3
c.  2001 Connects Potter Street 
to Crystal Park
wA 
0 0 4
Broome Street
wA 
0 0 5
Connect Lenton Parade 
with Park Lane
wA 
0 0 6
Connect Park Lane with Pitt Street
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wA 
0 0 7
Stairway from McEvoy 
Street to Waterloo Park
See also CoS image from 
1960s, 045/045106
wA 
0 0 8
2012 Stairway from Elizabeth 
street to Waterloo Park. 
Collins Turner architects.
wA 
0 0 9
Stairway from Elizabeth 
street to Kellick Street.
woollooMooloo
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
w o 
0 0 1
Best Street to reserve
w o 
0 0 2
Downing Street to Daffodil Park
w o 
0 0 3
Downing Street to Daffodil Park
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w o 
0 0 4
Downing Street to Daffodil Park
w o 
0 0 5
Stairway into Daffodil 
Park Basketball court now 
blocked by fence.
w o 
0 0 6
1881 Hill Stairs in Sydney place 
connect McElhone Street 
with Broughanm Street 
Sth Syd Council LEP 
Schedule 2 1998.2002. 
Original drawing E3-317/1. 
Contract 47/80. CoS Image 
NSCA CRS 871/43/9.
ZeTlAnd
n o . i M A g e d A T e n o T e S r e f e r e n C e S
Z e 
0 0 1
2002 Storm Waters, by Jennifer Turpin 
and Michaelie Crawford combine a 
water feature with two sets of steps 
into Victoria Park, Green Square. 
Mossop, 2006, 180-181.
Z e 
0 0 2
Connects Leyland Grove 
with Joynton Avenue
